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Abstract 
Homelessness is a growing phenomenon, especially among women and children 
(Hulchanski, 2009). This study was conducted because of the increase in families experiencing 
homelessness registering in my school. In none of the current studies about homelessness have 
the researchers spoken to the families and children experiencing homelessness. This qualitative 
study combined the use of a phenomenological narrative to tell the stories of families 
experiencing homelessness and then used the lens of transformative leadership to explore the 
reality of children and families experiencing homelessness, the challenges their families face, 
and the role of the school leader in ensuring they receive a quality education.  
Specifically, the narrative portion (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), sought to understand 
the families’ experiences with homelessness, their experiences with schools while experiencing 
homelessness, barriers they have encountered while homeless, and barriers they have 
encountered with schools while homeless. Seven families experiencing homelessness were 
interviewed for this study. A formal interview took place, and then further informal information 
was gathered over a relaxed setting at dinner. Through narratives of the family participants, this 
study was designed to share these families’ experiences with educators to help them gain a better 
understanding of what children and families experiencing homelessness have to endure every 
day.  
Additionally, school leaders were interviewed for this study. Their answers were 
analyzed using the lens of transformative leadership to show the need for school leaders to 
employ more than the managerial tasks that are required to ensure all students have access to an 
equal, equitable education. Recommendations were made for school leaders to ensure that these 
children receive an equitable, quality education. One recommendation for educators and school 
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leaders would be to reject deficit thinking by engaging in conversations about beliefs and biases 
to ensure all students receive an equitable education. A second recommendation for colleges and 
universities would be to promote the importance of developing relationships based on the ethics 
of caring (Starratt, 1991). This study provided a glimpse into the lives of seven families 
experiencing homelessness in an attempt to help educators understand how challenges of their 
daily lives affect the ability to attain an opportunity for equitable, quality education.  
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Chapter 1 
Homelessness—Setting the Stage for This Study 
What visual comes to your mind when you think of someone who is homeless? Do you 
picture the war veteran living on the street or the druggie who lost everything because of 
addiction? Do you see a family? Children? Over the years, the face of homelessness has 
changed. Today, over one million school children are homeless, living in transient situations, in 
cars, on the streets, or in shelters. Many people still have the belief that homelessness only 
happens to a certain “type” of people. According to Hulchanski (2009), since the 1980’s men 
made up the majority of the homeless population, while now, women and children are the fastest 
growing subgroup of the homeless population.  
The statistics show that in the United States in 1996, “families with children comprised 
34% of the homeless population, and the number is growing” (National Center, 2009, p. 1). 
These children share “precarious living arrangements and the daily struggles to find food and 
shelter—attending school is an uphill battle” (Love, 2009 p. 1). The National Center on Family 
Homelessness (2009) states that “within a year, 41% of homeless children will attend two 
different schools; 28% of homeless children will attend three or more different schools” (p. 2). 
These children are “highly mobile and at least 20% of homeless children do not attend school” 
(National Center, 2009, p. 2). In addition to the statistics, research supports “children in poverty 
have difficulty with achievement as well as difficulty with maintaining friendships due to the 
frequent moving” (National Center, 2009 p. 2).  
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The Problem 
As the statistics show, students and families experiencing homelessness have been on the 
increase. The McKinney-Vento Act provides rights for these families experiencing 
homelessness, however educators lack the knowledge of the law and the rights that this act 
provides for the families. Included in the act is a legal definition of homelessness that provides 
guidance for educators to better serve these families in transition. The law gives many definitions 
of what constitutes homelessness which proves to be problematic for the public school system. 
The definition of homelessness that guides this study is the legal definition, under No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) Title VII of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act as it pertains to 
schooling. Homelessness is defined as:  
Homeless children and youth as individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence. The term includes 
 
Children and youth who are: 
 
• Sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a 
similar reason (sometimes referred to as doubled up); 
 
• living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to lack of alternative 
adequate accommodations; 
 
• living in emergency or transitional shelters; 
 
• abandoned in hospitals; or 
 
• awaiting foster care placement; 
 
Children and youth who have a primary nighttime residence that is a public or private 
place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for 
human beings; 
 
Children and youth who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, 
substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings; and  
 
Migratory children who qualify as homeless because they are living in circumstances 
described above. (p. 2-3) 
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The definition itself lends to the problem of identifying families experiencing homelessness. In 
order to determine if a family is homeless, it requires someone in the school system to have a 
conversation with the family to identify that the family is homeless and what the cause of their 
homelessness is. Specifically, when families are doubled-up, living in hotels or migratory 
families, the public schools have a difficult time accepting the circumstances of the families as 
technically being homeless.  
This current definition of homelessness extends the terms of the first McKinney-Vento 
Act, passed in 1986, that was intended to provide funds for a shelter program. Many revisions of 
the Act have expanded its provisions in an attempt to meet what has long been recognized as a 
need. Most recently, its inclusion as Title X, Part C of the 2002 reauthorization of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, (known as No Child Left Behind), has decreed that: 
Each State educational agency shall ensure that each child of a homeless individual and 
each homeless youth has equal access to the same free, appropriate public education, 
including a public preschool education, as provided to other children and youths. 
(McKinney-Vento, 2002) 
 
It is important for a school leader to know and to understand the law that helps families 
experiencing homelessness. In addition to a guarantee of educational services, the act requires 
states to eliminate residency requirements that require children who are already vulnerable to 
change schools due to their homeless condition. The McKinney-Vento Act prohibits any 
requirement that homeless children attend a separate school or be in a separate program because 
of their status, and states that “homeless children and youths should not be stigmatized by school 
personnel.” Despite these provisions, there is considerable evidence that in many schools and 
districts, compliance is less than complete (National Center, 2009). In many schools, services for 
homeless students fall short of those required to level the playing field in the classroom for these 
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children. Despite the law, school leaders may be ignoring the law and using residency to create 
barriers for homeless families in public schools.  
 
Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how homelessness affects the 
ability of children and families to receive an equitable quality education and what school leaders 
could do to help these families navigate the public school system while experiencing 
homelessness. In order to do this, the study used two methodologies. To understand the lived-
experiences of the families experiencing homelessness, a phenomenological narrative approach 
was used for the following research questions:  
1. What are the experiences of families experiencing homelessness? 
 
2. What are the experiences of these families when they have children in schools? 
 
3. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness? 
 
4. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness with schools? 
 
A qualitative approach of interviewing and coding and analysis using the lens of transformative 
leadership was employed to answer the following research questions: 
5. What strategies do leaders employ when working with families experiencing 
homelessness?  
 
6. What can school leaders do to ensure students and families experiencing homelessness 
have an equitable quality education? 
 
Based on the findings from these questions, I offer leaders insights into the struggles of families 
who are experiencing homelessness while attempting access to an equitable education. I also 
offer suggestions to educational leaders to better understand how to provide an equitable 
education to students experiencing homelessness.  
5 
Situated Self 
I have been a principal for ten years. Over the last six years of my principalship, there 
were significant changes in the population that attends my school. During registration, more and 
more families identified that they were experiencing homelessness. I did not know what to do to 
help these families. I had not been introduced to the McKinney-Vento Act, either by my school 
district, or in my graduate principalship preparation program, and was unaware of the rights that 
these families had. I felt that with this changing population, it was my obligation as a principal to 
know and understand the law that assists families in these circumstances, as well as to help and 
assist these families while they were attempting to educate the children.  
As I became familiar with the McKinney-Vento Act, I began to have conversations with 
these families. An initial step for me was when families came to register, I asked my secretary to 
include me in the process, especially if we had a family that was “vague” in providing details of 
their home situation. When issues came up with a child of a family experiencing homelessness, I 
met with the family in my office and asked questions, instead of assuming that “they could not 
provide” the necessary documentation like residency documents, birth certificates, or dental 
records.  
As the students in my building were promoted to our middle school, I would call my 
colleague at the receiving school and inform him and the registrar about the family 
circumstances and remind my colleague of the requirements of the McKinney-Vento Act. 
Specifically, I would state the provision of the law that requires schools to immediately enroll 
students and to ask questions later.  
At times, I would have to call the homeless liaison for my school district to discuss 
problems I was encountering with enrolling families. I would have to answer questions about the 
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definition of “doubled-up” and why I was counting families who were “living in hotels” as 
homeless. I would have to provide a copy of the McKinney-Vento Act and show the legal 
definition of homeless children. Even though I produced this document, colleagues would 
continue to challenge the definition because their interpretation of “living in a hotel” did not 
qualify as homeless because they felt the hotel was a “fixed, regular and adequate night time 
residence.” Additionally, some colleagues decided that some cultures “doubled-up” because that 
was “normal for their culture” to live with other family members in the same residence.  
This year I made a career move and became a Director for Learning and Instruction in a 
suburban school district. When I arrived in my new district, they were looking for someone to fill 
the role of the homeless liaison. I did volunteer for the role. After I volunteered, I found out that 
the district had been reported to the state board of education several times for violating the rights 
of families experiencing homelessness. Additionally, the Coalition for the Homeless had sent a 
complaint detailing several district policies and practices that were in violation of the McKinney-
Vento Act. The Service Center that supports the district was concerned and was demanding 
change.  
Within my first two weeks on the job, I had worked with the district registrar and made 
the necessary changes to the residency requirements, the health requirements, and added a 
statement about the McKinney-Vento Act to the new student registration materials. Not only did 
the state like the changes to the policy, but they have asked if they could refer other districts to 
the policy to model the necessary change. In part, my ability to do this stems from having 
completed this doctoral study.  
It has been interesting being the homeless liaison; it is a tricky position in the sense that 
as a district administrator, the responsibility is to ensure that all families are legal residents of the 
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district, while at the same time ensuring that the rights of the children and families experiencing 
homelessness are met. Since my appointment as the homeless liaison, we now have a budget to 
help families experiencing homelessness. This had happened previously when the district was 
awarded a grant, but after the grant was gone, it was not continued. Additionally I have worked 
with the PTO and the school social workers to begin a community outreach program within the 
district and with the community to ensure we have the means to help provide the families with 
the necessary clothing. I continue to meet with families experiencing homelessness and find 
myself reviewing residency investigations when it is found a family is doubled-up. I have felt 
“pressure” from the regional homeless liaison because of the reputation of my current district and 
have asked him to give me and the district an opportunity to work with our families and provide 
for them. I told him I felt I have demonstrated our commitment to my families by rewriting the 
new student registration policy and procedures, implementing the community outreach, and 
providing the necessary funds to help our families.  
I have found that the children in all of my schools that are experiencing homelessness do 
not want other students to know their living situation. They want to be “normal.” Although they 
face additional challenges, they value education. Because they want to learn, I felt it was 
necessary for me as a school leader to study homelessness, add to the empirical research, and 
provide a study where these families’ voices could be heard.  
 
Overview of Theoretical Lens 
Transformative leadership is an approach to leadership that has its roots in Burns’ (1978) 
notion of leadership as transforming rather than transactional. Unlike the transformational 
leadership theory of Leithwood and Jantzi (1990), transformative leadership focuses on the 
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relationships among the inequities and material differences in the lived experiences of students 
and how they play out in educational settings (Shields, 2003, 2008). 
Transformative leadership is based on Foster’s conviction that leadership “must be 
critically educative; it can not only look at the conditions in which we live, but it must also 
decide how to change them” (1986, p. 185). I chose to use this lens as an analytical framework 
for understanding the educators’ perspectives on homelessness. I argued that by addressing the 
needs of homeless children, educators must begin to have an understanding of the lived realities 
of these children and their family’s experiences. This perspective must be followed by critical 
consideration of how leaders can provide support as they work to improve the realities of these 
homeless children. The academic achievement of homeless children cannot be considered only 
from an educational or institutional perspective, but must be seen through a broader theoretical 
lens. Quantz, Rogers, and Dantley (1991) emphasized that transformative leadership “requires a 
language of critique and possibility” (p. 105) and that a “transformative leader must introduce 
the mechanisms necessary for various groups to begin conversations around issues of 
emancipation and domination” (p. 112).  
Transformative leadership focuses not only on organizational effectiveness or 
improvement, but also on equity reform (Oakes & Rogers, 2006)—reform that begins with 
questions of justice, democracy, and the dialectic between individual accountability and social 
responsibility (Weiner, 2003, p. 89). When looking at homelessness or any situation when 
someone is marginalized, through the lens of transformative leadership, a leader then has the 
ability to focus on equitable education for all students.  
A detailed framework presented by Kose and Shields (2010) examined transformative 
leadership. The framework identified five distinct elements that informed the analysis for this 
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study and that distinguished transformative leadership from other theories. First, “the need to 
deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and injustice 
including the inequitable distribution of power” (p. 6) requires educators to reexamine ways in 
which we think about homelessness. Leaders need to conduct conversations with staff that 
address the belief systems that contribute to the perpetuation of inequities.  
Second, “the mandate to effect deep and equitable change that focuses on emancipation, 
democracy, equity, and justice” (p. 6) signifies that our current practices still perpetuate injustice 
with respect to the education of homeless children. This entails leaders doing more than just 
talking about change. Leaders need to begin to introduce socially just educational programs that 
develop citizens who are action-oriented and will make change happen.  
Third, “an emphasis on both private and public (individual and collective) good and the 
need to acknowledge interdependence of all people as well as inter-connectedness with one 
another” (p. 6) emphasizes the need for the school-community to include those who are 
traditionally marginalized. Leaders must recognize the dominant culture and ensure that all 
voices, not just the dominant culture are “seen” in the curriculum.  
Fourth, “the necessity of balancing critique with promise” urges positive action with 
respect to policies and practices that continue to marginalize the homeless. Shields (2003) would 
encourage leaders to engage in conversations [dialogue] that examine current practices and 
pedagogy to ensure that the curriculum is structured from students’ lived experiences.  
Finally, “the need for educators to exhibit moral courage” (p. 6) emphasizes the 
unpopular and therefore risky nature of acting on behalf of those who may be marginalized. This 
act entails holding difficult conversations confronting behaviors that marginalize students who 
are not part of the dominant culture.  
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Each focus detailed in Kose and Shields (2010) emphasizes leadership that goes beyond 
“typical” organizational improvement and managerial tasks leaders engage in on a daily basis. It 
is a school leader’s charge to emphasize ways to ensure a more equal playing field both in terms 
of access and outcomes (Farrell, 1999) for the most disadvantaged and challenged members of 
our society.  
Although transformative leadership focuses primarily on the overall lived experiences of 
students, it does not eliminate the need for leaders to attend to issues of testing and 
accountability mandated by NCLB. Instead, transformative leadership suggests that leaders 
attend to issues of equity in order to provide a climate that will enhance student learning. Using 
this lens, I examined the ways in which school leaders could better offer a holistic approach to 
support the growing population of students experiencing homelessness. 
 
Overview of the Literature 
Chapter 2 reviewed the literature on homelessness and statistics on homelessness. 
Authors such as Love (2009), Moore, et. al (2009) and Hulchanski (2009) supplemented the 
statistics with their commentaries on the growing homeless population. Although Hulchanski’s 
work was focused in Canada, his insights about the increase of homelessness are useful and 
relevant to the American context. Secondly, chapter 2 reviewed the guiding law, the McKinney-
Vento Act, and its implications for families experiencing homelessness. The full definition of 
homelessness from the law was discussed and critiqued.  
An overview of the major scholarship related to homelessness and to the role of 
educational leaders in ensuring an inclusive school environment is addressed. The work of Finley 
(2003), Pawlas et. al (1994), and Vissing (2003) was reviewed to address the types of programs 
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that schools have implemented to ensure students facing poverty and homelessness have an 
opportunity to learn.  
Finally, the transformative leadership lens was furthered explored by reviewing the work 
from Kose (2010); Shields (2004, 2008); Quantz, Rogers, and Dantley (1991); Cooper (2009); 
Theoharis (2008); and others. 
 
Overview of Method 
The combined qualitative research methods of phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994) and 
narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) were used to answer the first four research 
questions of this study. According to Moustakas (1994) when using phenomenology the “topic 
must have both social meaning and personal significance” (p. 104). Homelessness has both 
social and personal significance to the families who are experiencing it as well as to society. In 
order to tell the stories of the families and explore their lived-realities of homelessness, 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) described narrative inquiry to be “living and telling, reliving and 
retelling, the stories of the experiences that make up people’s lives, both individual and social” 
(p. 20). In this phenomenological narrative, I detailed experiences of homeless families by 
conducting semi-structured interviews with members of seven families experiencing 
homelessness.  
 To further develop the study, I interviewed five school principals, and two homeless 
liaisons to answer the final two research questions. Using a general qualitative method, which 
helped with “understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make 
sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 13). 
Purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) was used for this study because the school leaders have 
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“special experience and competence” (p. 440) in working with the seven families who 
volunteered to be interviewed for this study. Using the lens of transformative leadership to 
analyze the data obtained from interviewing the school leaders allowed for, “the interpretative 
lens related to societal issues influencing marginalized or underrepresented groups” (Creswell, 
2007, p. 24) to be explored and made recommendations about current policies and practices that 
are employed in schools to help families who are experiencing homelessness.  
 
Limitations 
 One limitation to this study was the difficulty gaining access to families who were 
experiencing homelessness. Many families experiencing homelessness have had unpleasant 
experiences in life and with schools. Because of these experiences, it was not easy for them to 
trust strangers. Without an existing positive relationship with a family, it was difficult to gain 
their trust for participation in the study. For that reason, there was no attempt to be 
comprehensive or representative; simply to learn more about these families while they were 
experiencing homelessness and how school leaders can help students receive an equitable 
education. 
 
Significance 
 Literature exists that discusses what leaders can do both with policies that help families 
experiencing homelessness as well as with programs that help families experiencing 
homelessness. This study helps the reader learn about the lived experiences of the families 
experiencing homelessness and the barriers that prevent them from obtaining an equitable 
education. This represents only a small part of the knowledge educational leaders need to have in 
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order to help the students and their families receive a quality education; yet, in this study, their 
voices are heard.  
 
Overview of Dissertation 
 The following information provides a layout of the dissertation and the organization of 
the research. Chapter one presented the background, and introduced the problem of children and 
families experiencing homelessness; the purpose of the study—which was to understand what 
are the experiences of families who are homeless and what school leaders could do to help these 
families to receive an equitable education; the research questions that guide the study, an 
overview of the literature, the method, the limitations, and the significance of study.  
Chapter two reviewed the literature on homelessness, the law enacted to support families 
experiencing homelessness, the theoretical framework of transformative leadership, and the 
related research.  
Chapter three described the procedures and explanations of the methodology, the research 
design, the case description, the data collection, and the analysis procedures. The interview 
protocol, school site information, and design of study are also addressed.  
 Chapter four told the stories of the families experiencing homelessness and provided 
answers to the four research questions detailing the families’ experiences with homelessness, 
their experiences with schools, and the barriers that they encountered in general and with 
schools.  
Chapter five analyzed the school leaders’ response through the lens of transformative 
leadership and discussed their experiences in working with families experiencing homelessness. 
The dissertation concluded in chapter six with a more detailed analysis using the lens of 
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transformative leadership and a discussion of implications and recommendations for the future. 
Overall, the thesis contributes to our knowledge by helping school leaders understand the 
barriers that families experiencing homelessness encounter on a daily basis in their personal lives 
as well as with public schools. It is my intent to have school leaders learn from this thesis and 
begin to employ transformative leadership to help not only those families experiencing 
homelessness but also all who are marginalized. 
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review and Theoretical Lens 
Prior to conducting a scholarly literature review, I reviewed statistics on homelessness. 
Then I reviewed the guiding law for this study, the McKinney-Vento Act, and its implications 
for homeless families as it pertains to an equitable, quality education.  
In the rest of this chapter, I included an overview of the major scholarship as it related to 
homelessness and to the role of educational leaders in ensuring an inclusive school environment. 
Finally, the transformative leadership lens was further explored by reviewing studies that 
elaborate the concept as a way of promoting social justice, equity, and democratic schooling. 
 
The Extent of Homelessness 
The National Center on Family Homelessness (2009) estimated that over the course of a 
year, “between 2.3 and 3.5 million people will experience homelessness, of which between 
900,000 and 1.4 million will be children and 42% of these children are under the age of six” 
(p. 1). Additionally, the statistics stated “that children without homes are twice as likely to 
experience hunger as other children, twice as likely to experience health problems, as well as 
repeat grades in school, or drop out of school” (National Center, 2010, p. 1).  
 In 1996, “families with children comprised 34% of the homeless population, and the 
number is growing” (National Center, 2009, p. 1). Of the families that are experiencing 
homelessness, the National Center on Family Homelessness (2009) reported that 84% are 
female-headed; additionally of these female mothers, 53% did not have a high school diploma. 
The National Center (2009) stated that “within a year, 41% of homeless children will attend two 
different schools; 28% of homeless children will attend three or more different schools” (p. 2). 
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These children are “highly mobile and at least 20% of homeless children do not attend school” 
(National Center, 2009 p. 2). In addition to the statistics, research supported “children in poverty 
have difficulty with achievement as well as difficulty with maintaining friendships due to the 
frequent moving” (National Center, 2009, p. 2).  
Additionally, Love (2009) reported that in the United States “with foreclosures and 
layoffs particularly high in communities of color, the black and Latino middle class are joining 
the burgeoning ranks of the homeless” coupled with the effect that “children of color now 
constitute a majority of the homeless” (p. 1). Moore and colleagues found that “Black and 
Hispanic children were more than twice as likely to live in poverty in 2007 as non-Hispanic 
white and Asian children” (2009, p. 2). In fact, in 1996, 55% of sheltered people in families were 
African-American (National Center, 2009, p. 7). 
When analyzing the US rental market, the National Low-Income Housing Coalition 
found that the United States is “experiencing a significant and prolonged shortage of affordable 
housing and 1.7 million housing units are needed to fill the gap for extremely low-income 
housing” (National Center, 2009, p. 2). National Center on Family Homelessness (2009) also 
found that “on average, a fulltime worker earning minimum wage earns just 47% of what is 
needed to afford a two-bedroom apartment at FMV (Free Market Value)” (p. 39).  
The United States Department of Education (2004) “indicated that 87 percent of 
homeless K-12 children and youth were enrolled in school, however, only 77 percent attended 
school regularly” (p. 15). In the same report, “families reported lack of transportation as the 
number one barrier that homeless children and youth faced in attempting to enroll in and attend 
school regularly” (p. 19). 
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Children experiencing homelessness have the potential to witness violence. The National 
Center on Family Homelessness (2009) reported that “by age twelve, 83% of homeless children 
have been exposed to at least one serious violent event and almost 25% have witnessed acts of 
violence within their families” (p. 4). Living with this stress affects homeless children’s health. 
Children experiencing homelessness are “sick four times more often than other children and have 
four times as many respiratory infections, twice as many ear infections, five times more 
gastrointestinal problems, and four times more likely to have asthma” (National Center, 2009, 
pp. 4-5).  
The statistics showed that “children experiencing homelessness are four times more 
likely to show delayed development and have twice the rate of learning disabilities as non-
homeless children” (National Center, 2009, p. 5). When tested on standardized tests, homeless 
children in grades three through twelve were only 48% proficient in reading and only 43% 
efficient in math (National Center, 2009, p. 5). Additionally, the National Center (2009) reported 
that 36% of homeless children repeat a grade (p. 5).  
In Illinois, for example, there were 30,636 homeless children and the statistics showed 
that 1in 31children do not know where they will get their next meal; the high school graduation 
rate for homeless children is less than 35%; and that additional funding allocated to schools for 
the education of homeless children amounts to $93 per child per annum (National Center, 2009, 
p. 78). When looking at these staggering numbers, it is important for school leaders to know the 
law that gives these children and families a right to attend public schools. 
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McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistant Act is the only federal legislation that 
addresses homelessness. The Act defines homelessness and mandates that states implement laws 
that protect people experiencing homelessness. 
History of Act 
 Due to advocates around the United States, homelessness finally became a concern of the 
federal government in the 1980’s. In 1986, the Homeless Persons’ Survival Act was introduced 
to Congress. This act identified emergency relief measures, preventative measures, and long-
term solutions to homelessness, but at the time only pieces of it were enacted into law. Later in 
1986, The Homeless Eligibility Clarification Act was passed that removed permanent address 
requirements as well as barriers that existed to Veterans, to families with children, and to those 
receiving food stamps and Medicaid. Additionally, in 1986 Congress adopted the Homeless 
Housing Act which created an emergency shelter grant program and a transitional housing 
program.  
Also in 1986, legislation containing Title I of the Homeless Persons’ Survival Act 
allowing emergency relief provisions for shelter, food, mobile health care, and transitional 
housing was introduced as Urgent Relief for the Homeless Act. After the death of its chief 
sponsor, Stewart B McKinney, the act was renamed the Stewart B. McKinney Homeless 
Assistance Act and was signed into law in 1987 by President Reagan. It was in the year 2000 that 
President Bill Clinton renamed the legislation the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance act 
after the death of Representative Bruce Vento who had been a leading supporter of the act since 
its original passage.  
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The National Coalition for the Homeless (2006) described the McKinney-Vento Act and 
how it consists of fifteen programs that provide a range of services to homeless people, including 
emergency shelter, transitional housing, job training, primary health care, education, and some 
permanent housing. Of the nine titles, Title I, which included the definition of homelessness, is 
the one title that has the most significance for this study.  
Since 1987, the McKinney-Vento Act was amended four times to expand the scope and 
strengthen the legislation. The first amendment in 1988 expanded eligible services and modified 
the distribution of funds. Then in 1990, the amendments altered the programs in the original act. 
A Shelter Plus Care program and the Projects for Assistance in Transition from Homelessness 
(PATH) program (formerly Community Mental Health Services program) were added to the act. 
Additionally, the amendment in 1990 specified the obligations of the states and local education 
agencies in allowing children and youth access to public education and detailed grants for the 
purpose of implementing the law.  
Then in 1992, the amendments to the McKinney-Vento Act expanded and modified Title 
IV, which is the shelter and housing provision of the act. This amendment created low cost 
shelters for persons that were neither able nor willing to participate in the supportive services. 
The amendment also created a Rural Homeless Housing Assistance grant program and 
consolidated the mental health services and alcohol and drug abuse treatment program into the 
Access to Community Care and Effective Services and Support (ACCESS) program.  
When the Act was amended in 1994, it provided local education authorities greater 
flexibility in the use of the funds allocated for the programs. Additionally, this amendment gave 
homeless preschoolers the right to a free and appropriate public preschool education, allowed 
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parents of homeless children and youth a voice regarding their children's school placement, and 
required educational authorities to coordinate with housing authorities.  
Current Provisions of the Act 
In 2001, Congress reauthorized the McKinney Education of Homeless Children and 
Youth Program as the McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Assistance Improvements Act, as 
part of the Elementary and Secondary Education act, known as the No Child Left Behind Act. 
According to the United States Department of Education (2004), in this most recent 
reauthorization, the following changes were made: 
Express prohibition against segregating homeless students: The statute expressly 
prohibits a school or State from segregating a homeless child or youth in a separate 
school, or in a separate program within a school, based on the child or youth’s status as 
homeless. (See section E of this guidance.) 
 
Requirement for transportation to and from school of origin: The State and its local 
educational agencies (LEAs) must adopt policies and practices to ensure that 
transportation is provided, at the request of the parent or guardian (or in the case of 
unaccompanied youth, the liaison) to and from the school of origin. There are specific 
provisions regarding the responsibility and costs for transportation. (See Section H.) 
 
Immediate school enrollment requirement: If a dispute arises over school selection or 
placement, an LEA must admit a homeless child or youth to the school in which 
enrollment is sought by the parent or guardian, pending resolution of the dispute. (See 
section G.) 
 
Changes in “best interest” determination: LEAs must make school placement 
determinations on the basis of the “best interest” of the child or youth. In determining 
what is a child or youth’s best interest, and the LEA must, to the extent feasible, keep a 
homeless child or youth in the school of origin, unless doing so is contrary to the wishes 
of the child or youth’s parent or guardian. (See section G.) 
 
Local liaison in all school districts: Every LEA, whether or not it receives a McKinney-
Vento subgrant, must designate a local liaison for homeless children and youth. (See 
Section F.) 
 
New subgrant requirements: A State that receives an allocation greater than the State 
minimum allotment must competitively subgrant to LEAs at least 75 percent of its 
allocation. A State that receives the minimum State allotment must competitively 
subgrant LEAs at least 50 percent of its allocation. (See sections C and K; p. 3) 
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School leaders are aware of the NCLB requirements that mandate testing and accountability for 
schools and for the increased performance of students, especially students in the identified 
subgroups. However, an argument could be made that school leaders are not aware that current 
provisions of the McKinney-Vento act are part of NCLB. This is a cause for concern because 
educators are only focused on the accountability portion of the law and not the portion of the law 
that mandates rights for families experiencing homelessness. Additionally, school leaders need to 
be aware of these provisions as they make decisions related to children and families that are 
currently experiencing homelessness. Knowing that these provisions are in the law would be 
advantageous for school leaders. 
 
Challenges Families Face in Schools 
When NCLB was reauthorized in 2004 and the provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act 
were included in the legislation, these provisions gave rights to families experiencing 
homelessness. Some of these provisions are challenging for school leaders to follow. School 
leaders know that, generally, they must require proof of residency to enroll families in schools in 
the public school system. This makes enrolling challenging for families experiencing 
homelessness. Many school leaders are not aware of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance 
Act and the provisions of providing transportation to families experiencing homelessness, or of 
the provision requiring immediate enrollment of students experiencing homelessness. 
Transportation 
The McKinney-Vento Act permits homeless students to remain in their schools of origin 
despite their residential instability. Simply stated, a child may ride in a cab to school from where 
the family is currently staying to the school where the child was enrolled when the family 
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became homeless. This provision of transportation allows the child to remain in the school of 
origin, ensuring that no interruption of learning will occur for the child. The family’s lack of 
transportation commonly prevents them from staying in the school where they attended prior to 
experiencing homelessness. This provision proves to be challenging for school leaders and for 
families experiencing homelessness because they do not know that this provision exists. 
Additionally, there is a cost that accompanies this provision that school districts incur which 
causes school leaders to have difficulty accepting and/or determining the school of origin for 
families experiencing homelessness.  
Residency 
Secondly, the provision of immediate school enrollment for children experiencing 
homelessness posed a challenge for school leaders. In Illinois, families are required to provide 
proof of residency prior to enrolling students in the public school system. The Illinois School 
Code, 105 ILCS 5/10-20.12b (See Appendix B) and ILCS 5/14-1.11a (see Appendix C), guides 
school leaders to determine if the family can enroll in the school. The school districts approve 
policies based on this code that states only residents may enroll in the school and that the district 
charges tuition to the family if they suspect that the family is not a resident of the district.  
Because of these policies based on school code, districts require families to provide 
documentation to establish residency. Families experiencing homelessness do not have any 
documentation to prove where they are residing, unless they are working with an agency that 
would possess the documentation that districts require for residency. Additionally as part of 
registration and residency requirements, families are required to provide proof of immunizations 
and birth certificates. Because of the residential instability, some families experiencing 
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homelessness have lost all of their belongings as well as the necessary paperwork required to 
enroll a child in school.  
 
Helping Children Experiencing Homelessness in Schools 
The scholarly literature related to homelessness focused on school-related challenges that 
children and families experiencing homelessness face, and made suggestions for teachers, school 
counselors, and at times, school principals. Most of these authors began with an examination of 
the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act and in particular the need to address the gap 
between income and housing costs. Stronge (1993) reiterated the need for continued research in 
access to education and academic success as well as the need for additional revision of public 
policy to enhance the educational opportunities of children experiencing homelessness.  
Other authors, such as Nabors and colleagues (2004) and Yamaguchi & Strawser, (1997), 
identified the importance of school social workers developing collaborative relationships with 
families. These authors also recommended that school social workers provide counseling for 
children, help fill out applications for free breakfast and lunch programs, assist with acquiring 
clothes and food, and school supplies. Additionally, Nabors et. al (2004) promoted the need for 
schools to have medical and dental services provided in the school setting.  
In 2006, Mawhinney-Rhoads and Stahler used a case study approach to determine the 
effectiveness of four different types of schooling for children experiencing homelessness— 
mainstreamed schools, supplemental supports, separate transitional schools, and modified 
comprehensive schools. This study recommended that school reforms “for homeless children 
need to be tailored to the specific context of the community” (p. 288).  
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The McKinney-Vento Act mandates that schools have a local liaison to assist families 
experiencing homelessness. Miller (2009) discussed his role in assisting the homeless as a 
“boundary spanner” because it was more comprehensive and expanded the role of the “typical” 
liaison. The role of a “boundary spanner” involved facilitating work “with and between teachers, 
families, and district-level administration” (Miller, 2009, p. 619). This type of leader forges 
relations with not only school personnel but also with outside organizations to ensure that 
children and families experiencing homelessness have someone to help them advocate for the 
rights given to them under the law.  
To add to the generally descriptive literature on homelessness, authors offered several 
hopeful descriptions of programs developed to offer support. One program created was The 
Yellow School Bus Project (Vissing, 2003) which was created to help families experiencing 
homelessness acquire the necessary school supplies and clothes needed to begin the school year. 
Another program in Orlando, Florida was detailed by Pawlas, West, Brookes, & Russell (1994) 
which worked with families in shelters providing tutoring for students and providing 
scholarships for after and before school programs. Additionally, a program in Phoenix, AZ 
(Woods, 1996) assigned a mentor to children who are homeless. A final program I reviewed was 
described by Finley (2003). The program is called “Dignity Village” where residents who are 
homeless learn about technology and reading as well as how to teach others about what it is like 
to be homeless. 
A few studies were more theoretical and offer useful perspectives for educators. The 
concept of resilience, a “framework that looks to understand individual’s responses to stress in 
difficult circumstances” (Reed-Victor & Strong, 2002, p. 159), was discussed by several authors. 
In Reed-Victor and Stronge’s (2002) study of resilience, they identified both individual and 
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environmental factors that contributed to resiliency which helps children experiencing 
homelessness successfully navigate their challenges. Some individual factors they indicated 
“include a range of positive behaviors including social interaction, reactions to an interest in the 
environment, self-regulation, task orientation and positive self-appraisals” (p. 161).  
The environmental factors that Reed-Victor and Stronge (2002) indicated are support, 
structure, and opportunity. They clarified these factors by explaining 
Support entails warm caring relationships with significant adults; positive peer 
interactions; encouragement and recognition. Structure is clear, consistent and has high 
expectations (in line with developmental level); shared values; instruction/mentoring in 
goal setting, problem solving, decision making and task completion. Opportunity is 
multiple avenues for talent and interest development; advocacy for expanded learning 
experiences; access to services. (p. 162) 
 
Reed-Victor and Stronge advocated that schools combine the individual and environmental 
factors of resilience when designing programs to assist children and families experiencing 
homelessness.  
Similarly, Obradovic et al. (2009) found that when schools pay attention “to early 
preventative interventions that target reductions in the initial differences and the importance of 
efforts to accelerate academic growth” (p. 514) of children experiencing homelessness, these 
children  have a better chance of decreasing the educational disparities that arise because of 
being homeless. Furthermore, they found that that resilience could help to overcome subsequent 
“troubles in secondary school and beyond, and also carry considerable risk for ‘cascade’ or 
progressive effects where academic difficulties spill over to other domains of adaptation” 
(p. 494).  
Other studies explored ways in which educators can address, or fail to address, the needs 
of minoritized students. Shields, Bishop, and Mazawi (2005) found that educators can have 
beliefs related to race, ethnicity, or in this case, homelessness, that reveal deficit thinking or 
26 
pathologizing differences about certain groups of children. When this type of thinking occurs, 
students are marginalized and continue to struggle against what they experience as an 
inhospitable system (p. 126). These authors also found that even negative attitudes among other 
students can be detrimental to a student who is marginalized.  
In a study of fourth grade boys, Barnett, Quackenbush, and Pierce (1997) found that boys 
tended to have more negative perceptions of homelessness than female fourth graders, high 
school, or college students. They stated, “these relatively negative perceptions on the part of 
fourth-grade boys suggest that gender differences in attitudes toward the homeless may have 
their roots in childhood” (p. 298). This statement indicated the importance of developing early 
positive and accurate perceptions of children and families experiencing homelessness, as well as 
any member of less advantaged populations. This showed the importance of school leaders and 
the background knowledge they need to have in order to begin to help families experiencing 
homelessness to navigate the public school system. This lead to my choice of using 
transformative leadership as a useful theoretical lens for this study. 
 
Transformative Leadership—A Lens for Leaders to Employ  
Transformative leadership is leadership that goes beyond “typical” organizational 
improvement and managerial tasks. “Transformative leadership is an exercise of power and 
authority that begins with questions of justice, democracy, and the dialect between individual 
accountability and social responsibility” (Weiner, 2003, p. 89). When employing transformative 
leadership, leaders, on a daily basis, engage in ways to emphasize and to ensure a more equal 
playing field for families experiencing homelessness. In order to begin to find ways to help the 
homeless we need to begin to look at the term democracy.  
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Studies have shown that children in poverty do not have equal access to high quality 
educational experiences (Giroux, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Rothstein, 2004; Shields, 2003, 
2007, 2009). “Little, if anything, is done to render problematic a reality that includes 
homelessness, hunger, pollution, crime, censorship” (Greene, 1988, p. 12). In order to be a 
flourishing democratic society, schools need to educate all children, beginning with a democratic 
education. Houston (2003) stated, “Public education isn’t important because it serves the public, 
it is important because it creates the public” (p. 10). Shields (2009) stated,  
to create the conditions under which all children can learn, it is important that every 
educator and every child believe that he or she actually belongs in school—that as 
citizens of a democratic society, the American ideal is attainable, in large part, through 
equitable educational opportunities. (p. 32) 
 
In order to use the framework of transformative leadership, I reviewed the importance and the 
need of democracy in schools which will allow for transformative leadership to occur.  
Democracy 
The first step in attaining a democratic education is to overcome the common 
misconception of the word democracy. The most common definition people think of when they 
hear democracy is governmental descriptions of democracy—the branches of government, 
voting, etc. Prior to doctoral work, I was not aware that democracy related to educating students. 
My naïve working definition of democracy was everyone having a say and having the 
opportunity to voice his/her opinion through a vote. Torres (1998) distinguished between 
democracy as a method and as content. He stated:  
As a method, democracy is primarily political representation that includes regular voting 
procedures, free elections, parliamentary and judicial systems free from executive 
control, notions of checks and balances in the system, the predominance of individual 
rights over collective rights and freedom of speech. As content, democracy is associated 
with political participation by the people in public affairs. It is related to the power of the 
people . . . the idea of equal rights for all citizens, and particularly in the U.S. 
constitution, a political philosophy of egalitarianism. In addition, democracy as content 
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implies power changes in the interactions among individuals, both at the micro level (e.g. 
achieving nonexploitative gender relationships in families) and at the macro level (e.g., 
pursuing gender equality in social and economic exchanges). (p. 49) 
 
Most educators function with the operational definition of democracy which hinders how 
we teach children about functioning in a democratic society. In order to move toward 
transformative leadership, one needs to employ what Torres (1998) termed radical democracy 
which is a  
notion of democracy goes beyond the attempt to prevent forms of exclusion that preclude 
political and social participation. Radical democracy postulates radical equality in 
racial/ethnic, class and gender interactions, both at the level of the public sphere an in the 
intimacy of the household. (p. 151) 
 
Similarly, Green (1999) promoted a deep democracy  
that expresses the experience-based possibility of more equal, respectful, and mutually 
beneficial ways of community life and “habits of the heart”—those characteristic, 
feeling-based, culturally shaped and located frameworks of value within which we 
perceive the world and formulate our active responses to it. (p. vi) 
 
Using Green’s (1999) interpretation of deep democracy and Torres (1998) notion of radical 
democracy, these definitions allow us to think of democracy as a way to transform our current 
system to one that helps every member of society by actively responding to the needs of society. 
This type of democracy allows us to begin to examine homelessness and to formulate ways to 
actively help those experiencing this obstacle.  
Democracy, as described by Postman (2001), stated that “such fantasies, when shared by 
all, connect individuals to each other, providing a common language, a set of ideals, and a 
program for the future” (p. 9). Postman took the notion of democracy one step further by 
connecting the individuals to a community by using a shared vision and language. Shields (2009) 
built upon this idea by contending that democracy “promotes equality, that insists on respect for 
all members of society, and that, instead of perpetuating outmoded norms and communal 
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traditions, develops a new and mutually beneficial way of living together in society” (p. xviii). 
These two notions of democracy built upon the definitions of democracy and deepen the 
understanding of democracy to mean that all people are equal and work together to benefit 
society. This is a key understanding for a transformative leader to hold.  
Democracy and Citizenship 
Citizens make up a community. This community includes not only people who own 
property, but also people who are homeless. Barber (2001) wrote, “For true democracy to 
flourish there must be citizens. Citizens are women and men educated for excellence by which 
term I mean the knowledge and competence to govern in common their own lives” (p. 12). 
Barber addressed the need for citizens of a community to be educated to help govern their lives. 
Having an educated citizenry will be a first step in attempting to alleviate the inequalities that 
currently exist in society.  
What type of citizen can help bring about the change needed to assist those experiencing 
homelessness? “Democracies that provide for active citizenship through participatory civil and 
governance institutions are more demanding from a moral point of view than democracies that 
operate through political pressures on procedural practices largely closed to citizens without 
influence, or that operate within moral absolute paradigms” (Glass, 2003, p. 35). What is an 
active citizen and what would one look like? 
 Three types of citizenship were identified by Westheimer and Kahne (2003); they are the 
personally responsible citizen, the participatory citizen, and justice-oriented citizen. The 
personally responsible citizen acts responsibly in the community by working and paying taxes 
and obeying the laws. This citizen is a responsible member of the community; however, this type 
of citizen will not help bring about the type of change needed to help the homeless.  
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 Next, Westheimer and Kahne (2003) described a participatory citizen. This is a citizen 
who is an active member of community organizations, who organizes efforts to help those in 
need. This type of citizen knows how to organize help for people in need, but does not go to the 
next level to ensure that we can solve why people experience homelessness.  
The third type of citizen Westheimer and Kahne (2003) described is a justice-oriented 
citizen. This citizen is one who critically assesses social, political, and economic structures, 
seeks out and finds ways to address injustice as well as knows how to effect systemic change. 
Similarly to a justice-oriented citizen, Giroux (1995) stated that “any notion of democracy that 
took seriously the importance of developing citizenry which could think critically, struggle 
against social injustices and develop relations of community based on the principles of equality, 
freedom, and justice” (p. 297) is one to be pursued.  
The notion of justice-oriented citizens gets us one step closer to helping those that are 
homeless but is it enough? Giroux (1995) asks, “What kind of citizens do we hope to produce 
through public education? What kind of society do we want to create?” (p. 298) Research shows 
that a justice-oriented citizen is one who can get us there, but how do we go about doing that? It 
will take yet another step in democratic education. It means adding social justice to the notion of 
democracy which will lead us even closer to the notion of transformative leadership. 
Democracy and Social Justice 
How does social justice fit into a democratic education? Society continues to become 
more diverse. With this growing diversity, educators are unsure of how to work with cultures 
that are not familiar to them. It is important for educators to recognize the growing diversity in 
schools and society. Giroux (1995) wrote,  
this perspective suggests making visible the social problems and conditions that affect 
those students who are at risk in our society while recognizing that such problems need to 
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be addressed in both pedagogical and political terms, inside and outside of the schools. 
(p. 298) 
This perspective encourages people to recognize that there are concerns that need to be addressed 
socially and politically by all members of society not only in education, but in the political realm 
as well.  
Giroux’s perspective introduced us to the path of social justice combined with 
democracy. What is social justice? Goldfarb and Grinberg (2002) defined social justice as 
“actively engaging in reclaiming, appropriating, sustaining, and advancing inherent human rights 
of equity, equality, and fairness in social, economic, and personal dimensions, among other 
forms of relationships” (p. 162). When practicing social justice, one seeks out the inequities, 
calls attention to them, and attempts to find ways to promote equality.  
Another definition of social justice that built upon the definition that Goldfarb and 
Grinberg provided came from Touchton and Acker-Hocevar (2001). They defined social justice 
as: 
Fighting the inequities, discrimination, and injustices that impact student achievement 
and the success of all students. We view inequity as the inequality of meting out 
resources to schools on an equal basis, disregarding the different needs of a 
disadvantaged group. Inequities are institutionalized practices governing resource 
allocation. . . . Discrimination is prejudice toward a group, based on biased attitudes, 
dispositions and values . . . and usually results in decisions that adversely impact the 
group’s success. Injustices on the other hand, perpetuate the myth that by treating 
everyone the same, holding everyone accountable to the same standards, and giving them 
the “same” resources you are treating them fairly, even though the playing field is not 
even to start with. (p. 5) 
 
This definition of social justice asks society to consider ways in which education will help level 
the playing field for those who are not of the dominant culture.  
 In order to level the playing field, relationships need to exist between school leaders and 
people who are experiencing homelessness. Gewirtz (1998) defined relational justice as “the 
nature and ordering of social relations, the formal and informal rules which govern how 
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members of society treat each other both on a macro level and at a micro interpersonal level” 
(p. 471). This concept connects individuals in society while focusing on the relationship between 
individuals and treating others with respect. 
Social justice includes not only seeing the inequities that exist, but developing 
relationships and believing that all are equal. Additionally social justice looks for hidden 
curriculums that exist, meaning if you are not part of the dominant culture, you may not know 
the “proper” way to behave in a situation. Furman and Grunewald (2004) encouraged social 
justice to be taken a step further “by broadening the perspective, educators must become aware 
of the links between social and ecological systems by developing a critique of the ways in which 
dominant culture affects people and places, humans and habitat” (p. 55). The first step in a 
democratic education that is socially just is recognizing that the dominant culture affects 
everything in society, from the curriculum that is taught in schools to the voices that are heard in 
society.  
The platform of social justice is one that can help society deal with the issue of 
homelessness, but social justice alone cannot get us to where we need to be to make a difference 
in the lives of those experiencing adversity. “By connecting social justice to educational 
leadership, we can direct these possibilities toward creating new and just communities (Bogotch, 
2002 p. 154). In order to move forward it will take a leader who believes in social justice to 
begin the process of change to help those who are experiencing homelessness, thus solidifying 
the need for a leadership theory that emphasizes social justice; hence the use of transformative 
leadership as the framework for this study. 
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Leadership for Social Justice 
A transformative leader is one “who wants to create learning communities in which each 
person feels a strong sense of belonging and safety and in which each knows that he or she has 
something important and meaningful to contribute to the learning situation” (Shields, 2008, 
p. xiv). In order to help families experiencing homelessness, a leader needs to know and 
understand what it will take to help the children and families access a free and equitable public 
education.  
The Path to Transformative Leadership 
In 1978, Burns introduced two types of leadership, transactional and transforming. Burns 
described transactional leadership as “leadership that occurs when one person takes initiative in 
making contact with others for a purpose of an exchange of valued things. The exchange could 
be economic or political or psychological in nature” (p. 19). With this type of leadership each 
person is aware of the power held with the parties involved, but there is no type of relationship 
that exists and endures between the two parties.  
Transforming leadership is in direct contrast to transactional leadership. Burns (1978) 
described transforming leadership as one “that occurs when one or more persons engage with 
others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation 
and morality” (p. 20). This type of leader has an equal power base that has mutual support and a 
common purpose (Burns, 1978).  
Ultimately, “transforming leadership becomes moral in that it raises the level of human 
conduct and ethical aspiration of both leader and led, and thus it has a transforming effect on 
both” (p. 20). Burns (1978) connected the terms moral and leadership together. “Moral but not 
moralistic. Leaders engage with followers, but from higher levels of morality; in the enmeshing 
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of goals and values both leaders and followers are raised to more principled levels of judgment” 
(p. 455). This also initiated the concept of leaders working with and connecting to followers, in 
essence, building a relationship with instead of just giving and receiving.  
This connection between leaders and followers introduced the need for relationship. 
Foster (1986) took the thought one step further by saying, “leadership must be critically 
educative; it can not only look at the conditions in which we live, but it also must decide how to 
change them” (p. 185). Foster’s idea encouraged leaders not only to look at personal 
relationships but also to examine which conditions society is perpetuating. Starratt (1991) stated 
“that the much larger ethical task of educational administrators is to establish an ethical school 
environment in which education can take place ethically” (p. 187). He suggested joining of three 
ethics to help accomplish bringing ethics and morals together in education—“the ethic of 
critique, the ethic of justice, and the ethic of caring” (p. 186). 
The ethic of critique involved educational leaders to look at or to critique the bureaucratic 
structure that currently exists. The ethic of critique is one avenue that educational leaders can 
employ to begin to help families that are experiencing homelessness. The ethic of critique can 
help leaders examine what barriers are currently preventing equitable learning for students 
experiencing homelessness. 
The ethic of justice has two aspects. Aspect one is the individual—independent from 
society. The second aspect concerned the individual placed in society and how participation in 
society teaches the individuals to think and act in terms of the common good for the community 
as a whole (Starratt, 1991). The ethics of justice also had an impact on helping the homeless 
because it asked leaders to determine and serve the common good as well as the individual.  
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Finally, the ethics of caring focused on the idea of relationships. Starratt (1991) described 
the ethics of caring as: 
Such an ethic focuses on the demands of relationships, not from a contractual or legalistic 
standpoint, but from a standpoint of absolute regard. This ethic places the human 
persons-in-relationship as occupying a position for each other of absolute value; neither 
one can be used as a means to an end; each enjoys an intrinsic dignity and worth, and 
given the chance, will reveal genuinely loveable qualities. An ethics of caring requires 
fidelity to persons, a willingness to acknowledge their right to be who they are, an 
openness to encountering them in their authentic individuality, a loyalty to the 
relationship. (p. 195) 
 
This is an important idea for school leaders to consider as they are thinking of ways to help 
families experiencing homelessness. The ethic of caring can help guide the leader to recognize 
the importance of a relationship with the children and families as well as acknowledge the 
circumstances the family is experiencing while trying to have the children receive an equitable 
education. Although Starratt’s (1991) three ethics were not a specific prescription of how to help 
those less fortunate than the dominant class and culture, they suggested guidelines for leaders to 
consider to effect change within the educational system.  
Using Foster’s (1989) notion of transforming leaders, Leithwood and Jantzi (1991) 
expanded the notion and coined the term “transformational leadership.” They defined 
transformational leadership “to be the enhancement of individual and collective problem-solving 
capacities of organizational members; such capacities are exercised in the identification of goals 
to be achieved and practices to be used in their achievement” (p. 7). They suggested that school 
leaders  
work with teachers in groups in order to a) develop better solutions to immediate 
problems; b) stimulate greater motivation and commitment on the part of teachers to a 
shared set of defensible goals regarding the implementation of such solutions; and c) 
contribute to long term growth in the problem-solving capacities of teachers. 
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The thoughts and suggestions behind transformational leadership continue to bring us closer to 
helping the homeless navigate the school system, but it will take more than a method for leaders 
to implement the needed change in schools. It will take a combination of transforming leaders 
who understand the lived realities outside of school and actions that help those experiencing 
homelessness. 
Transformative Leadership 
While researching the literature for transformative leadership, I found two very different 
theories. A group of scholars, Theoharis (2007), and Cooper (2009) believed that school leaders 
can employ strategies to help with social justice and transformative leadership. The second group 
of scholars, Shields (2010, 2009), Kose and Shields (2009), Kose (2009), and Dantley (2003a) 
believed transformative leadership cannot be prescriptive in nature but is what you do and 
believe and is critical in its emphasis. Each theory emphasized transformative leadership that 
went beyond “typical” organizational improvement and managerial tasks leaders engaged in on a 
daily basis to emphasize ways to ensure a more equal playing field for families experiencing 
homelessness. 
Transformative leadership married the ideas of leadership for social justice and 
democracy. This type of leadership used the basis of transformational leadership but took it 
considerably further. Quantz, Rogers, and Dantley (1991) stated: 
For transformational leadership to actually transform, it must cause individuals to 
question assumptions upon which the “vision” is based. It must uncover the distortions 
that exist in our language and our view of the world. It must ask on whose behalf we use 
our power. It must allow all voices and arguments to be heard regardless of race, class, 
and gender. (p. 97)  
 
The idea that leaders can question assumptions that are made and look at the use of power 
is critical in changing society to help those who are not of the dominant class or culture. Dantley 
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(2003b) suggested “the substance of educational leadership are causing scholars and practitioners 
alike to more critically reflect upon the school leader’s role in perpetuating the status quo and 
reproducing the social hegemony replete with its inequities, injustices, and undemocratic 
practices” (p. 182). Transformative leadership is about questioning the status quo.  
Transformative leadership also examines power and who holds the power and how the 
power is used. Quantz et. al (1991) suggested that “transformative leadership does not imply the 
diminishing of power, but the diminishing of undemocratic power relationships” (p. 102). This 
means that leaders need to know how to use the power that their positions hold to build a 
relationship which will challenge the status quo that exists in schools. Furthermore, Quantz et. al 
suggested that “transformative leadership must use a language of critique and possibility in order 
to develop democracy in schools” (p. 108). By examining power structures, asking questions, 
and challenging the status quo, leaders can begin to make a difference in the lives of the 
homeless.  
Transformative Leadership—What You Do 
This section described the prescriptive perspective of transformative leadership giving 
leaders ideas of what to implement in order to begin to allow for the voices of the minoritized 
groups to be heard.  
Leadership for social justice involves examining why minoritized groups of students do 
not achieve as well as students of the dominant culture. Theoharis (2007a) described three steps 
school leaders could use to lead for social justice. He suggested the need to embark on 
professional development, to infuse equity and social justice into all aspects of school and 
interactions with staff and the community, and to practice what leaders for social justice employ 
to sustain themselves. Furthermore, Theoharis (2007a) stated that “these three steps create skills, 
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a knowledge base, and a broader understanding that may help leaders navigate the pressures” [of 
leading for social justice] (p. 20). 
Additionally, Theoharis (2007b) suggested proactive strategies that will enable school 
leaders to lead for social justice. These strategies “included communicating purposefully and 
authentically, developing a supportive administrative network, working together for change, 
keeping their eyes on the prize, prioritizing their work, engaging in professional learning and 
building relationships” (p. 244).  
Similarly, Cooper (2009) suggested that educational leaders use transformative leadership 
for social justice by “broadening their cultural knowledge, engaging in critique and resistance, 
and building coalitions with diverse groups to promote cultural responsiveness, educational 
equity, and social justice” (p. 696). She also stated that transformative leadership “involves 
engaging in self-reflection, systematically analyzing school and then confronting inequities 
regarding race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation” (p. 696).  
Both Theoharis and Cooper provided suggestions for transformative leaders to employ 
social justice in their schools. These suggestions/prescriptions for leaders to employ social 
justice in their schools will not be enough to help the homeless change their circumstances. 
These authors are lacking the true understanding of transformative leadership. This type of 
leadership is more than implementing strategies to address the needs of minoritized groups. 
Transformative leadership is a call to action that involves leaders living and believing in equality 
for all. 
Transformative Leadership—What You Live and Believe 
This form of transformative leadership not only employs skills that good leaders engage 
in, but also embeds “the moral purpose” (Furman & Shields, 2005) of education. Shields (2008) 
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stated, “Transformative leadership begins with questions of justice and democracy; it critiques 
inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of greater individual achievement but of a 
better life lived in common with others” (p. 2). This belief in transformative leadership made the 
claim that “the concepts of social justice and democratic community are integrally 
interconnected and that they must not be considered apart from concepts of student learning” 
(Furman & Shields, 2005, p. 120).  
This form of transformative leadership employed the belief that to improve achievement 
for all students, deep democracy (Green, 1999) must be present. Transformative leadership 
“would seek to identify those who are included or excluded, privileged or marginalized, listened 
to or silenced; we would ask who benefits and who is disadvantaged by any given decision, 
practice, resource allocation, or curricular representation” (Furman & Shields, 2005, p. 134).  
The basis for these beliefs stemmed from Paulo Freire. In 1998 he stated, “that education 
is not the ultimate lever for social transformation, but without it transformation cannot occur” 
(p. 37). This statement encouraged leaders to be transformative and infuse democratic education 
and social justice into the school system. When children are taught what it truly means to be 
democratic and how to go about changing society, this will be the start of true educational 
reform. Freire (1993) said, “the solution is not to ‘integrate’ them into the structure of 
oppression, but to transform that structure so that they can become ‘beings for themselves’” 
(p. 74). 
“Transformative leadership, on the other hand, must have one foot in the dominant 
structures of power and authority, and as such become ‘willing’ subjects of dominant ideological 
and historical conditions” (Weiner, 2003, p. 91). This is crucial for a leader to understand. 
Leaders must recognize that the structure of school and the curriculum that is taught are from the 
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perspective of the dominant culture. Having this knowledge is the key to begin the necessary 
reforms to help those experiencing homelessness.  
In addition to knowing the dominant structures, Dantley (2003a) stated “transformative 
leaders are ‘called’ to not only lead in those areas of traditional schooling ontology but to also 
propose ways to resist the strictures of undemocratic practices in educational organizations” 
(p. 10). This thought encourages leaders to practice the moral aspects of education to determine 
what is just and fair.  
Transformative leaders are encouraged to look at the structures that make up education 
and promote the status quo. This involves leaders holding conversations with teachers so that 
they know and understand what transformative leadership and social justice look like in the 
classroom. Through the use of transformative leadership, Kose (2009) believed that  
teachers help students develop their cultural competence, social identities, and 
sociopolitical awareness not only for enhanced employment opportunity and holistic 
development but also for understanding and addressing the nation and world’s most 
pressing social problems, such as poverty, environmental sustainability, discrimination, 
and violence. (p. 629)  
 
This type of teaching is complex and incorporates the deep definition of democracy that needs to 
be employed in schools in order to begin to change the circumstances of families that are 
experiencing homelessness.  
A detailed framework for the examination of transformative leadership was provided by 
Kose & Shields (2010) which identified five distinct elements that distinguish transformative 
leadership from other theories that inform the analysis for this study. First, “the need to 
deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and injustice 
including the inequitable distribution of power” (p. 6) requires educators to reexamine ways in 
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which we think about homelessness. Leaders need to lead conversations with staff that address 
the belief systems that contribute to the perpetuation of inequities.  
Second, “the mandate to effect deep and equitable change that focuses on emancipation, 
democracy, equity, and justice” (p. 6) signifies that our current practices still perpetuate injustice 
with respect to the education of homeless children. This entails leaders doing more than just 
talking about change. Leaders need to begin to introduce socially-just educational programs that 
develop citizens who are action-oriented and will make change happen.  
Third, “an emphasis on both private and public (individual and collective) good and the 
need to acknowledge interdependence of all people as well as inter-connectedness with one 
another” (p. 6) emphasizes the need for school-community to include those who are traditionally 
marginalized. Leaders must recognize the dominant culture and ensure that all voices, not just 
the dominant culture are “seen” in the curriculum.  
Fourth, “the necessity of balancing critique with promise” urges positive action with 
respect to policies and practices that continue to marginalize those experiencing homelessness. 
Shields (2003) would encourage leaders to engage in conversations [dialogue] that examine 
current practices and pedagogy to ensure that the curriculum is structured from students’ lived 
experiences. Furthermore, Shields (2009b) stated to accomplish transformative leadership 
leaders  
need to balance both critique and promise; to effect deep and equitable changes; to 
deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that generate inequity; to challenge 
inappropriate uses of power and privilege; to emphasize both individual achievement and 
the public good; to focus on liberation, democracy, equity and justice; and finally, to 
demonstrate moral courage and activism (p. 57-58). 
 
Finally, “the need for educators to exhibit moral courage” (p. 6) emphasized the 
unpopular and therefore risky nature of acting on behalf of those who may be marginalized. This 
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act entails holding difficult conversations confronting behaviors that marginalize students who 
are not part of the dominant culture.  
An updated framework presented by Shields (2011) expanded the system of belief of 
transformative leadership to include: 
• the mandate to effect deep and equitable change; 
 
• the need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity 
and injustice; 
 
• a focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice; 
 
• the need to address the inequitable distribution of power; 
 
• an emphasis on both private and public (individual and collective) good; 
 
• an emphasis on interdependence, inter-connectedness, and global awareness; 
 
• the necessity of balancing critique with promise;  
 
• the call to exhibit moral courage. (p. 8) 
 
In her new book, Shields (2011) explains how the final two beliefs, the necessity of balancing 
critique and promise and the call to exhibit moral courage are embedded throughout all the 
beliefs. A transformative leader is one who is connected to the greater global community and 
recognizes that there are inequities in society.  
This type of transformative leadership is not prescriptive; it must be what a leader lives 
on a daily basis. When the leader’s belief system is one that challenges the status quo in order to 
ensure that other voices besides the dominant culture are heard and that democracy is teaching 
children to be citizens who take an active role in society, reform can begin to occur that will 
change society.  
The best summary of transformative leadership was found in an article from Shields 
(2010).  She wrote 
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Transformative leadership, therefore, recognizes the need to begin with critical reflection 
and analysis and to move through enlightened understanding to action—action to redress 
wrongs and to ensure that all members of the organization are provided with a level 
playing field as possible—not only with respect to access, but also with regard to 
academic, social, and civic outcomes. In other words, it is not simply the task of the 
educational leader to ensure that all students succeed in tasks associated with learning the 
formal curriculum and demonstrating that learning on norm-referenced standardized 
tests; it is the essential work of the educational leader to create learning contexts or 
communities in which social, political, and cultural capital is enhanced in such a way as 
to provide equity of opportunity for students as they take their place as contributing 
members of society. (p. 17) 
 
Homelessness is a phenomenon that has a great impact on children and families socially and 
educationally. Because of barriers like access to education, transportation, and proving residency 
it will take a transformative leader to ensure that opportunities are afforded to students 
experiencing homelessness. When leaders live transformative leadership, they can begin to 
appropriately address the needs and challenges related to providing a quality education to 
homeless children by challenging the status quo.  
     To develop the lens of transformative leadership, one must use a foundation that continually 
builds from democracy to democracy and citizenship, then combines democracy with social 
justice, which in turn leads to leadership for social justice building the basis for transformative 
leadership starting with the foundation of what you do but then encompassing what you live and 
believe. It is not until you employ transformative leadership that you live and believe that you 
can attain equitable education for all students experiencing homelessness. Using this lens of 
transformative leadership (see figure one below), could provide leaders with a way to begin to 
help families who are experiencing homelessness navigate the public school system.  
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Figure 1. Literature review map. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
The diverse situations of homeless families included under the McKinney-Vento Act 
reflect the wider social context of financial recession and increased socio-economic challenges. 
Yet, despite the common perception that education is the great equalizer and the way for children 
from disadvantaged homes to change their circumstances, children experiencing homelessness 
often find themselves confronted by insurmountable barriers related to obtaining a quality 
education. Thus, Love argued that “we are punishing these school-age kids for the sins of our 
economic and social policies” (2009, p. 1).  
To support these children and their families, there is a critical need for educators to 
understand their situation, the challenges they face, and to explore how schools may best offer 
support and assistance. Hall (2007), for example, argued that “the first step in trying to improve 
homeless students' public school experience is to define and understand fully their perspectives 
and unique circumstances” (p. 10).  
I chose to use two methodologies for this qualitative study. The first methodology is a 
combination of phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994) and narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000). This phenomenological narrative helped answer the first four research questions relating 
to the families and their experiences with homelessness. The second methodology was 
qualitative, using the lens of transformative leadership to answer two research questions 
pertaining to school leaders and their role in helping families experiencing homelessness.  
I chose the use of phenomenological narrative because this phenomenon of homelessness 
has both “social meaning and personal significance” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104). Homelessness 
has social meaning because school leaders need to have a better understanding of what it is like 
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for students and families experiencing homelessness. Additionally, homelessness has personal 
significance not only to the children and families experiencing the phenomenon, but also to 
teachers and to school leaders working with the children and families on a daily basis.  
When using phenomenology, “the researcher examines the qualities or essence of an 
experience through interviews, stories, or observations with people who are having the 
experience of the researcher’s interest” (Connelly, 2010, p. 127). Creswell (2007) explained, “the 
type of problem best suited for this form of research is one in which it is important to understand 
several individuals’ common or shared experiences” (p. 60). Although each family had a 
different reason or experience that rendered them homeless, this study was completed to better 
understand the essence of their experiences and how school leaders can ameliorate their 
experiences with the public school system.  
Similarly, Giorgi (1985) explained phenomenology as a “means to go to the everyday 
world where people are living through various phenomena in actual situations” (p. 8). 
Phenomenology “comes from a focus on the experience itself and how experiencing something 
is transformed into consciousness” (Merriam, 2009, p. 24). Van Manen (1990) took the 
description of phenomenology one step further by stating:  
Lived experience is the starting point and end point of phenomenology. The aim of 
phenomenology is to transform lived experience into a textual expression of its essence—
in such a way that the effect of the text is at once a reflexive re-living and a reflective 
appropriation of something meaningful: a notion by which a reader is powerfully 
animated in his or her own lived experience. (p. 36) 
 
Phenomenology helped me study the lived experience of the families experiencing homelessness 
and bring those experiences to a level of consciousness for school leaders to begin to understand 
the phenomenon. However, phenomenology alone cannot express the lived experiences of the 
families; which is why I chose to incorporate narrative inquiry into the study. Clandinin and 
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Connelly (2000) described narrative inquiry saying, “for us, life—as we come to it and as it 
comes to others—is filled with narrative fragments, enacted in storied moments of time and 
space, and reflected upon and understood in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities” (p. 
17). They continued to describe narrative inquiry “as living and telling, reliving and retelling, the 
stories of the experiences that make up people’s lives, both individual and social. Simply stated, 
narrative inquiry is stories lived and told” (p. 20). Additionally, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 
stated,  
In our work, we keep the foreground of our writing a narrative experience situated and 
lived out on storied landscapes as our theoretical methodological frame. As we make the 
transition from field texts to research texts, we try to interweave our researcher 
experience of the experience under study with narrative ways of going about and 
inquiring into that phenomenon . . . we give a sense of understanding . . . experience 
through what we term stories to live by [italics theirs]. (pp. 128-129) 
 
Similarly, Chase (2005) described the narrative inquiry as  
narrative is retrospective meaning making—the shaping or ordering of past experience. 
Narrative is a way of understanding one’s own and other’s actions, of organizing events 
and objects into a meaningful whole and of connecting and seeing the consequences of 
actions and events over time. (p. 656)  
 
Incorporating the use of narrative inquiry into the study allowed me to understand and to make 
meaning out of the lived experiences of the families experiencing homelessness. By combining 
phenomenology and narrative inquiry, it was my goal that, as we learn from children and 
families experiencing homelessness, we develop an enhanced understanding that will lead to 
engaged and informed action to improve their educational experiences.  
The second methodology chosen, using the lens of transformative leadership to 
“understand the meaning a phenomenon has for those involved” (Merriam, 2009, p. 24), tied the 
families’ experiences with schools together with the experiences of school leader who is in 
charge of ensuring that equitable education for the children and families experiencing 
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homelessness is achieved. Analyzing the data based on the lens of transformative leadership “the 
interpretative lens related to societal issues influencing marginalized or underrepresented 
groups” (Creswell, 2007, p. 24) was used to make recommendations based on the findings.  
 
Purpose Statement and Research Questions 
The purpose of this qualitative study using a combination of phenomenological narrative 
and the lens of transformative leadership was to understand how experiencing homelessness 
affects the ability of children and families to receive an equitable quality education. The specific 
research questions that guided this study were: 
1. What are the experiences of families experiencing homelessness? 
 
2. What are the experiences of these families when they have children in schools? 
 
3. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness? 
 
4. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness with schools? 
 
5. What strategies do leaders employ when working with families experiencing 
homelessness?  
 
6. What can school leaders do to ensure students and families experiencing homelessness 
have an equitable quality education? 
 
 
Ethical Considerations 
There were risks inherent in interviewing a relatively vulnerable population who had 
often been marginalized and treated with little respect. Some pain or embarrassment related to 
revisiting these experiences might occur. One could contend that homelessness results in an  
inherently "unsafe" living condition although not necessarily because of any specific risk caused 
by parents. I anticipated that, because I was interviewing families whose chidren attend school, I 
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would find no further safety issues, although if I did, as a mandated reporter, I must report them 
as required by law. This would, of course, comprise an additional risk to families who are 
already fearful and vulnerable. These ethical concerns made obtaining permission from IRB to 
complete the study quite challenging. At first, the review board wanted to require strong 
language about possible discovery of abuse and/or neglect in the consent letters for family 
participants.This perpetuated many societal assumptions that family participants were guilty of 
neglect or worse and would have lead to increased reluctance or unwillingness of families about 
participating in the study. Through interventions of my dissertation advisor, Dr. Carolyn Shields, 
we received permission to lessen the language but include a more general statement that by law, 
I am a mandated reporter and if I found any harm, it would need to be reported. 
Acknowledging these families experiencing homelessness as intelligent individuals 
whose opinions matter seemed to more than outweigh the risks of having them revisit their daily 
lived experiences of homelessness. Having their situation more clearly understood will result in 
benefits that far outweigh the risks.  
 
Participant Selection 
Participants for this study included seven families and children experiencing 
homelessness, five school leaders, and two homeless liaisons. Children and families experiencing 
homelessness were interviewed to understand the phenomenon of homelessness and to share 
their stories and experiences with homelessness and the public school system. School leaders and 
homeless liaisons were interviewed to understand their experiences with helping families who 
are experiencing homelessness, as well as to understand their knowledge of the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Assistance Act.  
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One aspect of participant selection proved to be difficult for this study. This was finding 
families experiencing homlessness who were not at my school and who were willing to 
participate in the study. Because of the vulnerablity of this population, some families that were 
contacted were hesitant about participating and in sharing specific details of their stories with 
me, a stranger. The families interviewed for this study qualified as homeless using the definition 
from The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. I used connections with organizations that 
I worked with to identify families currently experiencing homelessness and contacted those 
families to see if they were interested in sharing their stories.  
For this study, three of the families experiencing homelessness did attend my school. 
These interviews were conducted by Dr. Carolyn M. Shields, my dissertaion advisor, because I 
held power over the families by being the principal of the school they attended. I contacted the 
families and explained the purpose of the study. They were eager to participate and wanted to 
have their stories told. They spoke to Dr. Shields at my school. Additionally, I located and 
interviewed four more families experiencing homelessness.  
Finding these families proved to be very challenging. I began by asking my colleagues in 
my cohort for families experiencing homelessness in their schools. When this did not provide 
any family participants, I contacted the regional homeless laision in the county where I worked. 
She sent out an email, drafted by me, to all the homeless liaisions in the county. That contact 
gave me one response from an individual stating my study sounded interesting, but never 
provided any families to help me complete the study. I worried that I would not be able to 
complete this study. I had access to many more families at my school whom I knew would be 
willing to talk to me, but because of the restrictions placed on my by IRB, I could not interview 
those families myself. 
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In the meantime, I continued to attend the evening meetings provided by the homeless 
liaison from my district that took place in my building. Throughout the semester, more families 
moved in and attended the meetings.  I began to talk to them, sit by them, and get to know them 
at the meetings. After several months of talking with the families at the meetings, I approched 
them about my study and they agreed to participate. We agreed on a location for those interviews 
and conducted the interviews. 
As an incentive for the families experiencing homelessness to participate in the study, I 
offered the family a meal at a local restaurant (meal cost not to exceed $35.00) after the 
interview was conducted. This allowed for further time to socialize with the familiy and to thank 
them for the time and the information they shared. Additionally, it gave me an opportunity to 
clarify comments made during the interview as well as an attempt to continue our discussion to 
gain further stoies of their experiences.  
Purposeful selection for the school leaders began after I determined which schools the 
children attended. I contacted the five school leaders and the two homeless liaisons by phone to 
determine their interest in participating in the study. If I did not have the opportunity to speak to 
the leader, I left a voicemail message detailing the purpose for the call and informed them I 
would contact them again. When describing the study to them, I asked for their williingness to 
participate in an interview about their experiences as leaders working with and assisting families 
who were experiencing homelessness and their understanding of the McKinney-Vento Homeless 
Assistance Act. All of the school leaders immediately agreed to participate when they learned 
about this study.  
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Data Collection 
Interviews were the main data collection tool used to inform this study. Merriam (2009) 
states “to get the essence or basic underlying structure of the meaning of an experience, the 
phenomenological interview is the primary method of data collection” (p. 25). For the first set of 
interviews family participants experiencing homelessness were interviewed at a private place of 
their choice, and had the opportunity to interview as a family group, or separately, in order for 
the researcher to gain an understanding of their experiences being homeless, to understand the 
challenges of schooling the children, and to seek their advice about how school leaders could 
respond to the unique needs of their children. The potential respondents were assured orally and 
in writing that failure to participate would have no repercussions for the existing school services 
or their children's education. 
In all cases, the protocols and uses of the data were carefully explained to all respondents 
orally and in writing. They were assured of confidentiality and the possibility of stopping at any 
time was reinforced. The interviews took place in a private location of the respondents’ choice 
such as a local school or the public library where they would neither be recognized nor singled 
out as respondents.  
Family cluster interviews also took place at a local family-style restaurant after the initial 
interviews were completed. All interviews lasted between thirty and sixty minutes. When 
interviewing the children, the focus was on academic school experiences (see attached interview 
protocols in Appendix A). Although it would have been helpful to ask about how other students 
and teachers treated the children at school, IRB prohibited any conversation other than 
addressing academics. The follow-up family cluster interviews allowed for follow-up on issues 
raised in the individual interviews and to explain how they believed the school could help the 
53 
children to succeed. In each case, with permission, the interviews were audio-taped for 
transcription purposes and additional notes were taken by hand of key ideas.  
The second set of interviews was conducted with school leaders. These school leaders 
were chosen based on the school attendance center of the children interviewed, which made 
these leaders purposeful respondents. Purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) was used because the 
school leaders have “special experience and competence” (p. 440) in working with the seven 
families who chose to participate in this study. Interviews were conducted at a location 
convenient to the school leader, which in all cases was their office and lasted between twenty 
and forty minutes. These interviews helped me to understand what school leaders can do to offer 
children and families opportunities both to attend and succeed in school, and helped me learn 
what school leaders can do to provide support to the families and children while they are 
experiencing homelessness (see Appendix A).  
The final set of interviews was conducted with homeless liaisons associated with the two 
districts in which the majority of the families experiencing homelessness were residing. The 
liaisons were chosen by purposeful selection (Patton, 2002) based on the district attendance of 
the children interviewed. These interviews were conducted at a location convenient to the liaison 
which was in their office or at their home. These interviews lasted between thirty and sixty 
minutes.  
In each case, with permission, the interviews were audio-taped for transcription purposes 
and additional notes were taken by hand of the key ideas. There was minimal risk for the school 
leaders to participate in the interview. During the interview, the school leader may have come to 
the realization that he/she was not completely fulfilling the requirements of the McKinney-Vento 
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Act, but actually benefitted by being able to reflect upon what could be done to support these 
families in need.  
These interviews helped me understand what homeless liaisons were doing to offer 
children and families opportunities both to attend and succeed in school, and to learn what the 
liaisons did to provide support to the families and children while they were experiencing 
homelessness (see Appendix A).  
 
Data Analysis 
After interviews, the families’ experiences were transcribed and analyzed by themes and 
developed into short vignettes about the children’s and families’ experiences with homelessness 
and public schools. These stories are presented to ensure that their voices are present in the 
literature. Additionally, the school leaders interviews were transcribed and extended quotes of 
school leaders and homeless liaisons experiences were included in the fifth chapter. The lens of 
transformative leadership was applied to examinie how leaders promote deconstruction of 
existing knowledge of frameworks that promote inequity among children experiencing 
homelessness and helped to focus the data on the school leader’s ability to “create learning 
contexts or communities in which social, political, and cultural capital is enhanced in such a way 
as to provide equity of opportunity for students as they take their places as contributing members 
of society” (Shields, 2008, p. 10).  
 
Standards of Validation 
The ability to establish validity in any study is crucial. In qualitative research, the term 
validity does not apply because the research occurs in the natural setting with people, not 
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numbers. Lincoln and Guba (1988) proposed using the terms credibility, dependability, and 
transferability. To gain credibility Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommened prolonged engagement, 
persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, and member checks. 
For dependability Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend an external auditor who was not familiar 
with the study to review the project. Finally, for transferability, Lincoln and Guba recommended 
thick descriptive data. Specifically for a phenomenological study, Moustakas (1994) 
recommended  horizontalization. This means that initially all data gathered would be of equal 
value then would be organized into themes. Moustakas (1994) explained that in 
horizontalization, “there is an interweaving of person, conscious experience, and phenomenon” 
(p. 96). He continueed by saying, “in the process of explicating the phenomenon, qualities are 
recognized and described; every perception is granted equal value, nonrepetitive constituents of 
the experience are linked thematically, and a full description is derived” (p. 96). Creswell (2007) 
described the process similarly by suggesting that significant statements, sentences, or quotes 
need to be highlighted to understand how family participants experienced the phenomenon.  
Furthermore, Moustakas (1994) and Van Manen (1990) suggested bracketing data. In this 
step of the research, the focus of the research would be placed in brackets, setting aside all other 
information gathered in order to focus on the topic and the research question. After bracketing, 
Moustakas (1994) recommended imaginative variation. This task involved seeking possible 
meaning through imagination, using varying frames of reference and approaching the 
phenomenon of homelessness through many perspectives. Finally, Moustakas (1994) 
recommended synthesis of the data to gather the essence of homelessness.  
While I acknowledge Moustakas (1994) and VanManen (1990) science of bracketing 
data, I found Duarte (2000) to be a more useful approach to construct meaning. Duarte (2000) 
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used a “Freirian rewriting of Husserl” (p.187) as a more useful approach which involved the act 
of producing meaning through dialogue with others. Duarte (2000) used the interpretation of 
Freire in regards to phenomenology being a “co-intentional” act. Duarte (2000) stated, ““Given 
Husserl’s depiction of intentionality, we should not underestimate the significance of Freire’s 
describing co-intentionality as a common reflection” (p. 186). Therefore, as I engaged in 
dialogue with the families experiencing homelessness, the school leaders, and the homeless 
liaisons, I experienced critical consciousness of “thinking together” (p. 180) to fully understand 
the experiences of their lived realities. This was followed by Moustakas’ (1994) “imaginative 
variation” and by Moustakas’ (1994) concept of synthesis of the data. For the narrative inquiry 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) recommended using justification (why), phenomena (what) and 
method (how) to make meaning out of the experiences. When justifying, “it is crucial to be able 
to articulate the relationship between one’s personal interests and the sense of significance and 
larger social concerns expressed in works and lives of others” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000 p. 
122). Chase (2005) encouraged a narrative inquirer to “listen first to the voices within each 
narrative” (p. 663). This allowed me to look for connections within the stories of the families 
experiencing homelessness. Combining these methods of validity was appropriate for this study 
because the research is lacking in hearing the experiences of the families experiencing 
homelessness. This study allowed the stories of the homeless to be heard.  
Limitations 
Because I was the school principal, I could not personally interview the families who 
were experiencing homelessness in my building. I had developed relationships with the families 
in my building and they were willing to talk to me, however, because of the power I held over 
them, it was not appropriate for me to interview them for this study. To overcome this limitation, 
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my dissertation advisor, Dr. Carolyn M. Shields assisted me. Since I already had a relationship 
with the families, I contacted the families and told them of the study that was being conducted. 
They were eager to participate. Dr. Shields conducted interviews with three of the seven families 
in this study.  
It was difficult for me to contact the families who did not know me and ask for their 
participation in this study. The families who initially agreed, but never followed up, were only 
contacted one time. Since this is a vulnerable population that has experienced many difficulties, 
and because no relationship existed between the family and me, some families were 
uncomfortable talking to me, a stranger, about the circumstances that caused them to be 
homeless. They shared their stories and stated they were glad that someone was giving this 
attention, but the depth of what they shared was lacking.  In the data chapters some families’ 
stories include more detail about their circumstances. The stories with the greater detail are the 
families that I had an opportunity to develop a relationship with, and spent more time with, 
throughout the course of the meetings that occurred in my school.  
 
Significance 
There is literature present that discusses what leaders can do with policies (the 
McKinney-Vento Act) that help families experiencing homelessness as well as programs that 
assist these families. However, there is very little scholarly literature about the impact of 
homelessness on chidlren's schooling experiences, and even less about the role of the school 
leader in responding to their unique situations. This represents only a small part of the 
knowledge educational leaders need to have in order to help the students and their families 
receive a quality education. In this study, their voices were heard.  
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Chapter 4 
Experiencing Homelessness through Their Stories 
Before I met these families, I had little idea what homelessness was like, or especially 
what some of these families had to endure while experiencing homelessness. In this section I 
used a phenomenological narrative approach to answer the four research questions that guide this 
portion of my study. Those four questions were: 
1. What are the experiences of families experiencing homelessness? 
2. What are the experiences of these families when they have children in schools? 
3. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness? 
4. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness with schools? 
As you read this chapter, the stories of each family are written in regular font. My 
experiences, explanations, and comments including updates of the families are in italics. The 
stories are presented as much as possible in their own words and, although I make comments 
throughout, they are not intended to be analytical. Hence, in the last chapter the themes related to 
these research questions are put together; for now, though, it is my intention for you to learn 
directly from each family about its experience of homelessness. All families helped in choosing 
the pseudonyms for this study; The Brownings, the Compacts, the Charlottes, the Trekkers, the 
Strongs, the Khrafts, and the Faiths. Each story is unique to the family. Although at this time 
some of the families are in nice apartments and townhouses, the road to getting to these homes 
was difficult. Some of these families are still experiencing hardships and all are living with the 
stigma and psychological trauma of having been homeless. The chart below details the family 
name, their living situation and the number of family members. I invite you to meet the families 
and hear their stories. 
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Table 1 
Summary of Family Participants in the Study by Situation 
Family Living situation Family members 
The Brownings Live in a townhouse funded by 
Catholic Charities 
Mom + 6 children  
Dad formerly incarcerated, 
now not living with the family 
 
The Compacts Live in a hotel Mom and Dad + 4 children 
 
The Charlottes Live with relatives and move place to 
place 
 
Mom + 2 children 
The Trekkers Live in an apartment funded by a 
community organization 
 
Mom + 4 children 
The Khrafts Live in an apartment funded by a 
community organization 
 
Mom + 2 children 
The Strongs Live in an apartment funded by a 
community organization 
 
Mom + 1 child 
The Faiths Live with relatives and move place to 
place 
Mom + 1 child 
 
 
The Brownings 
 The family lives in a townhouse funded by Catholic Charities. Sandra, her boyfriend, 
Frankie, 15; Shelia, 14; Natalie, 13; Shannon, 11; Billie, 7; and Jamie, 1, all live in the 
townhouse. Frankie and Jamie did not participate in the interview.  
The Brownings’ Experience With Homelessness 
I did not think I would get sick. When we heard it was a brain tumor, I had no idea what 
would happen to me or my family. Previously, my husband and I rented a home for our family. 
He drove a taxi and I worked outside of the home. I considered our life normal. Then I got sick 
and could not work. The bills were piling up and it was hard to make rent. My husband made a 
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choice to commit a crime. He tried to rob a bank in order to help pay the mounting bills. I have a 
hard time when I think about what he did. Yeah, I was sick, but I needed him to help take care of 
our family.  
It was not long before he went to jail and we lost the house. The kids and I packed all of 
our things and put them into storage. I lost my car because I could not pay for it. I could not 
work anymore because I was so sick. It did not take long before we lost all of our belongings in 
storage because we could not pay that bill either.  
We had my husband’s taxi, so I drove that. I was so afraid because it was illegal for me to 
drive the cab. I was afraid I would get pulled over or that they would find us sleeping in the car, 
and then possibly tow the car. Thank God it was summer; it made it easier to sleep in the cab. I 
just could not do it anymore (drive the taxi) because I was so afraid of being arrested. I am angry 
at my husband for his choice in attempting to handle our situation. I needed him to help me and 
the kids. How was I going to do this on my own?  
I found a shelter. The shelter was one big room where we would all sleep. There were 
little cots on the floor. It had different locations every night so we never stayed in the same place. 
I did not like it at the shelter because my oldest son, who was fifteen, could not stay with us. 
They made him sleep with the men. He could not stay with our family. I did not like that at all, 
so we did not stay at the shelters long. I found another shelter that would give us a room, but they 
still would not let my oldest son stay with us. He had to stay down the road at a men’s shelter. 
He would call us and ask us where we were. He was worried and scared.  
I cry all the time. I am scared of being arrested because I am not supposed to drive the 
taxi. My children are all I got. I cannot be arrested in front of them or have them taken away. I 
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am afraid if someone finds out I am homeless, the kids will be taken away from me. I am 
depressed and scared. 
Natalie: I felt really bad because when my dad left, I did not know what was going on or 
where we would end up. We lost everything and we could not get anything back. None of our 
friends know, and we do not want anyone to know that we were homeless and living out of our 
car and in shelters. We just do not talk about it outside of the family. 
Shelia: I don’t like to talk about this because it really hurts me. I just don’t tell anybody. 
It is like depressing, I just don’t want to talk about it.  
Shannon: I felt sad because my dad was gone, and I was scared because my mom was 
sick. I told my best friend how we slept in a taxi and stuff, but not everything.  
Natalie: I liked sleeping in the taxi better than the shelter because I was scared sleeping 
with other people. But there was like NO room in the taxi to sleep.  
Billie: I do NOT talk about it.  
During the interview Billie and his siblings discussed not talking about being homeless 
because of fear of others judging them and teasing them about their home situation. The girls 
told snippets of their situation to friends but had not specifically shared what they had been 
through. 
The Brownings’ Experience With Schools 
The school my younger kids go to is unlike any school I have ever experienced. They 
help with food, clothing, fieldtrips, additional help for the kids with homework or behavior. They 
understand. I feel comfortable calling and asking questions. If other schools could be like this it 
would really help. I would feel comfortable talking to the school. I wish more schools could be 
like this. (In my very first encounter with Sandra, I had called home because I had noticed that 
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Billie had worn the same clothes to school for three days. The mustard stain had clued me into 
that it had been the same clothes. When I called home, I introduced myself and made some small 
talk, and then I asked Sandra if there was anything I could do to help. I asked if she needed any 
laundry detergent or anything for the home. Immediately, she began crying on the phone. I felt 
awful. I told her I did not mean to upset her. She told me she was not upset, but was overcome 
with gratitude. She stated in her previous experiences, school would call up and make judgments 
about why the kids were wearing the same clothes, she said no one had ever called to ask how 
they could help That is how I found out about the Browning’s experience with homelessness.) 
I never asked for help, but the kids have had projects where we had to buy supplies, 
expensive supplies. It would help for the school to think about those extra costs when assigning 
those projects.  
The school principal, she’s great. I’ve never met a principal like her. My oldest son he’s 
like, uhhh, you’re meetin’ with the principal? I don’t know about that. I was like, she’s 
awesome! He felt better after I was like; she’s the one who helps us out a lot. Then he’s like, oh, 
okay. It makes a difference to have someone at the school who you trust and can talk to, to know 
they won’t judge you. 
Sheila: I don’t have anyone to talk to. There is no one there I can trust. I don’t care like I 
used to. I want my sister to be in high school with me so I can talk to and be close to someone. 
Natalie: There is no one [an adult] to trust or who you can talk to.  
Throughout the interview the girls indicated how they isolate themselves from other 
people—friends, teachers, and other school employees which perpetuate the feeling of having no 
one to talk with about what is happening in their life.  
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Sheila: Sometimes I have a bad day. Like if my dad writes me a letter and it’s like really 
emotional. I don’t like to pay attention because I would just think about it [the letter] the whole 
day, so I just don’t pay attention. We were supposed to go visit my dad, but the car broke down 
and we could not go. I cry all the time and am really upset all the time. (During the interview 
Sheila admitted she was having suicidal thoughts.) My mom called the crisis center so I could 
talk to someone. I just don’t care about anything right now. (Sandra stated that she had called 
the crisis line about Sheila and after 72 hours still had not heard from anyone at the crisis 
center. I encouraged Sandra to call the center back to get help for Sheila. I followed up with the 
family during the winter break and heard that no one had contacted the family and asked Sandra 
to call the crisis line back but by that time Shelia had been hospitalized because of a suicide 
attempt.) 
Natalie: No one at my school knows what we are going through. My teachers want me to 
get good grades; they push me to do that. My homeroom teacher was like, I’m gonna push you. I 
know you can do it. So I was like, okay, I’ll do it. I’ll work in your class. My mom grounds us if 
we do not do well in school. She says we are really capable. So like if I bring home a bad grade, 
I am grounded until I bring my grade up.  
Shannon: There are some projects that my teacher assigns that are expensive. Like we 
need poster board to complete it. I had to do a project about a state. I had the nickname and I had 
to have a shoebox, some paper to cover it. They told us to make stuff that we would find in the 
state. We bought paper maché to make a light house, but that didn’t work. That was a waste of 
$20. We figured something else out. We worked on it as a family and it was fun. I don’t think the 
teachers think about the projects costing money.  
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Sheila: I had to bring poster board for my reading class. I had to do a book talk. I have 
stage fright, so like, she told me to read the report. Everyone in my class kept saying, louder 
because I was talking too low. I started crying in my class. My teacher let me come in during my 
lunch to do the talk by myself. 
Billie: I felt bad because I could not bring a gift for my teacher at Christmas time. My 
teacher asked us to bring snacks for the holiday party and I could not bring any because we 
didn’t have the money.  
Sheila: I can’t talk to my teachers if I need help, because I can’t talk. My teacher comes 
up and asks, do you get this? No one raises their hand and asks for help, so I don’t want to be the 
only one asking for help. So I don’t ask. I don’t like telling them I need help. I just don’t like 
talking to them. 
Billie: I don’t like school. I have bad days. The kids and I don’t get along and I have to 
go talk to the counselor or the principal. If the kids make fun of me. I make fun of them right 
back. My teacher does not like me. She does not explain things to me and if I get mad she makes 
me talk to the principal or the counselor.  
Billie’s behavior at school was very erratic, and so I had to call home to Sandra a lot. In 
one of the conversations, Sandra asked me, “Do you think he is acting like this because of his 
head injury?” I responded, “What head injury?” It was at that moment that I found out that 
Billie had fallen down the stairs when he was five years old. He had brain swelling, had a stint 
put in and had been in and out of the hospital for weeks.  
Sandra stated that Billie had never been the same child after his fall. It was at that 
moment I realized we needed to get Billie and the family some help. With Sandra’s consent we 
began a special education evaluation on Billie. By the end of the school year, Billie had an 
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Individualized Education Plan and a behavior plan that would help him in school. The school 
also helped Sandra find a psychiatrist for Billie. The psychiatrist diagnosed Billie with 
depression and anxiety. He prescribed medicine for Billie to help him with his mood swings and 
behavior at school. When Billie takes his medicine, he is a different child, Sandra told me, “close 
to the child that he was before the fall.” 
During the interview when asked about how being homeless has affected the family, 
Natalie summed it up by stating, “I never felt ashamed; I know that we all have each other and 
that is the only thing. When my mom was really, really, really sad and when we had to go to the 
shelter, all I could think about was the people who did not help us. It just made us really, really, 
really strong. We know that we have our mother, and that is the only thing we need right now. 
We don’t really need anybody because when my mom was struggling, nobody helped us. 
Nobody. (Including close family members whom her parents had supported in the past.) We 
listen to a song called Super Woman because it would help my mom.”  
Currently, the Brownings live in a town house in a suburban community because of the 
help from Catholic Charities. The organization pays for the rent, and all of the bills—gas, 
electric, and water. The town house has three bedrooms. The children share rooms, but they 
each have a space to call their own. Although the family has a roof over their head and the 
children have bedrooms, this family is still considered homeless because if Catholic Charities 
would pull their support from the family, they would be right back in their car or in a shelter. 
Sandra had a boyfriend move in with the family during the two years her husband was in 
jail. Sandra makes sure the children see their father but admits she cannot forgive him for what 
he did to her and the children. After her interview, Sandra asked if I would write a letter to the 
court detailing how the kids would benefit from having their father in their life. I wrote the letter 
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to the court. Mr. Browning was released from jail the spring following the interview, but did not 
move into the townhouse with the family. 
Two months after the interview Sandra told me she was pregnant again—a second time 
since her husband had been incarcerated. Sandra and Mr. Browning did not reconcile. The 
children see Mr. Browning every other weekend. Sheila attempted suicide two times after the 
interview and spent some time in the hospital due to severe depression. 
 All of the children and Sandra were having a hard time with Sheila’s suicide attempts. 
The school helped the family secure outside counseling so that they could deal with the difficult 
home situations and Sheila’s increasing social emotional needs. Catholic Charities extended the 
family’s assistance with paying rent for the townhouse as well as helping with utility bills 
because of Sandra’s medical needs. Billie began taking his medicine at school to ensure 
consistency of use because he had begun to refuse to take the medicine at home and his behavior 
had become erratic at school. Once the school implemented giving the medicine when he arrived 
to school, his mood swings and behavior improved. The family continues to live in the townhouse 
provided by Catholic Charities. 
 
The Compacts 
 The Compacts have lived in a single hotel room for the past three years. The room is 
considered a suite, which means they have two double beds, a couch, a microwave, a coffee pot, 
sink, a small refrigerator and a small stove. Mr. and Mrs. Compact; Kathleen, 13; David, 11; 
and Nathan, 7, participated in the interview. Their oldest son Mark 18 did not participate in the 
interview.  
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The Compacts’ Experience With Homelessness 
I was working and my wife was working. We made decent money. We lived in a three 
bedroom apartment with the kids. I’ll admit it. I mismanaged our money. We over extended 
ourselves. We fell behind in our bills, which caused us to be evicted. We had no idea where to 
go. We just kept driving and ended up at a hotel. When we first arrived at the hotel, we ordered 
from the room service menu. That only lasted two weeks. Now, after two years, we are still at the 
hotel. All of us live in one room with a small kitchenette. It is cramped. Eventually, we would 
like for everyone to have their own room.  
Mr. Compact’s perspective. No one at my job knows where I live. I do not want to talk 
to people about my personal stuff. Not because I don’t want to, but because our job 
conversations are all about the job. I have my own personal sense of manhood. I lost it for 
awhile. For the first few months, I would get up and go to work and think, “How did I let us 
come to this. . . . God we are living in a hotel!” I kept that question up for about six months. 
Blaming myself and not really realizing stuff like this happens. I have a job. I make $47,000 a 
year. I sit and crunch numbers. I give myself headaches from stressing out about living in a hotel. 
In the suburban area where they live, ordinances prevent the family from renting a two bedroom 
apartment. The town ordinance states that because of the number of people in the family, they 
must rent a three bedroom apartment. The family has money, but not enough money to rent a 
three bedroom apartment.  
Mrs. Compact’s perspective. People make assumptions. I cannot prove it, but I think I 
lost my job because we live in the hotel. I did not want anyone to know because of those 
assumptions—you cannot provide, you abuse your family. That is why I stayed silent about our 
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circumstances. When we told some people at church, they were like, “You don’t look homeless; 
you don’t dress like you’re homeless.” Assumptions! 
Kathleen: I do not like living in the hotel. I don’t call it a hotel; I call it our apartment, 
because I don’t want to give it away.  
David: Sometimes I say we live in a apartment, sometimes I say we live in a hotel. 
Kathleen interrupts. “You better not!” Like our friends say “Oh you live in a hotel, that’s 
awesome, do you get room service and stuff? I was like no!” 
Nathan: One time I told my friend I lived in hotel, I told him not to tell anybody but he 
did. People tease me. Kathleen interrupts: “and start rumors.” 
Kathleen: It is very annoying to deal with that [rumors]. If people find out where I live 
and then start a rumor, and they’re like “Oh she doesn’t; and her parents doesn’t have enough 
money because they live in a hotel and all this stuff.” You know, I was just like, well, might as 
well just not tell them than actually have to deal with that again. 
The Compacts’ Experience With Schools 
We have had some bad experiences with schools, even before we became homeless. I 
hated our other school from the principal down to the teachers. We were living in an apartment at 
that time. I got this sense of bias. My wife’s job schedule would not allow her to take time off, so 
I’d talk to the principal and the teachers. I just kept getting this feeling, like, you know—my 
children are still healing from that school. 
Okay, what happened at that school was my son had a birthmark on his back. The nurse 
and the principal thought I was abusive and reported us to the Department of Children and 
Family Services (DCFS). The next day, they were in my living room asking me questions. My 
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daughter had marks on the top of her head, from pins from a hairstyle; it was infected. They 
thought there were too many marks up there and that it was abuse.  
But that school assumed it was abuse. I am sitting talking to DCFS explaining to them 
that it is not abuse—my son has a birth mark, and the pins caused an infection in my daughter’s 
scalp—definitely not abuse. The whole time we were going to that school, it was always 
something. Always, always something. And we weren’t even homeless then!  
After we lost our home, the school told us my youngest could not come back to school 
until he got his shots. I was trying to explain to her that I have records, but they are in storage 
and I can’t get to them. They did the same thing with his birth certificate. I kept trying to tell 
them, I have it all; I just don’t have access to it right now. They told me my youngest was 
immature. She asked if he’d ever been to school before. I wanted to tell them that he was 
premature, and he had some delays when he was younger, but I never felt comfortable sharing 
that with them.  
Kathleen: For the last year that I went to my old school, I hated it! We lived in an 
apartment and were not even homeless when we went to that school. At that school they thought 
my dad was abusing me and my brothers. I had an infection in my head from pins and they 
thought my dad was abusing me. Then my brother had a birthmark on his back and they thought 
that my dad was hitting him. People assume—it’s all about stereotypes! Kathleen spent time 
talking about stereotypes based on peoples assumptions about how people dress, do their hair, 
etc. and how hard it is. This was one of her main reasons she did not want anyone to know that 
her family was homeless and living in a hotel.  
David: At my old school, when I was in first grade, everybody was talking about getting 
their shots. My teacher kept asking me if I got my shots. I kept telling her no. Then, I got sent to 
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the nurse and had to stay there all day. My mom called the principal, they were talking calm at 
first, then my mom, well I’m not gonna say she was screaming, but . . . [Mrs. Compact interrupts 
and says, “Yes, I was screaming.”] the school told my mom I could not come back to school 
until I got my shots. My mom tried to tell them that I had the shots, but the records were in 
storage and we could not get to ‘em. Then they did the same thing to my brother, but asking for 
his birth certificate.  
After we changed schools, when we told them that our records were in storage, they 
helped us by going to a website and paying for the records they needed. They didn’t yell at us or 
make assumptions like the other school. They had a game plan and always helped the kids. We 
feel a part of the school here.  
When the Compacts enrolled in my school and we did not have the records, it was during 
parent teacher conferences that I had a computer set up and had the website open to order a 
birth certificate. When Mr. Compact was finished with his last parent-teacher conference, I 
asked him to come to the office and fill out the form for the birth certificate so that the school 
could have the record. Mr. Compact came into the office put in the information that was needed 
and I entered payment information from the school. We had Nathan’s birth certificate in 14 days.  
David: I got picked on at my old school. Some kids were helpful, but they called me 
names, threatened me. I think it was because I am black. We would fight at our old school.  
Nathan: I get teased sometimes.  
Mr. Compact: When we became homeless and were at the hotel, we saw two little girls 
walking each day. I asked, where are they walking to? I asked the little girl, and she said our 
school is right down there. I was like, y’all are walking through the park, so where is that school 
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at? I think we were driving to church or something one day, and we happened to go down the 
street the school was on, I said, there is that school.  
We met the principal right when we moved to this school. To be honest, I don’t know a 
whole lot of principals and I’m talking in the city, suburbs. This principal actually walks the halls 
of the school and you know, will actually look in on the kids and see how things are going. I 
have not seen that personally since grade school. 
It was different here (at the new school). We felt included. When they called about our 
youngest having trouble, they didn’t blame or accuse, they asked us questions. They even set up 
a meeting at night so we could make it. I knew then, I’d sign whatever paper they wanted me to 
so that he could get help. Meeting parents in the evening, asking us if we had any concerns about 
his learning—totally different from the other school.  
Nathan had been having a hard time in first grade. He was very smart but his behavior 
and fine motor skills were lacking. I knew Mrs. Compact worked long hours because I had 
spoken to Mr. Compact a couple of times on the phone and he stated both he and Mrs. Compact 
worked until after 5:00PM. I offered to stay one evening because I felt it was that important to 
meet about Nathan and develop a plan to try and help him be more successful in school. I set the 
meeting for one evening at 6:00PM. It was at that meeting that I found out that Nathan had been 
born pre-maturely and had had services—occupational therapy, physical therapy and speech 
therapy until he was three years old. Then the family moved and they never sought more 
services. Our student support team had met and had paperwork filled out to begin a special 
education case study evaluation. On that night, Mr. and Mrs. Compact signed the consent form 
to have Nathan tested for special education services.  
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Mrs. Compact’s Thoughts about Schools 
Just the fact of presenting a normal environment. That’s all we ever wanted. Whether we 
was living in a house big enough to fit inside this school or if we stay at that hotel the rest of the 
time they’re in grade school, I want to have as normal an environment for them as humanly 
possible. Because as long as they feel like they are part of the overall vision of the school, then 
there won’t be this sense of, you know, if something happens I don’t have anyone I can talk to. I 
can’t talk to the teacher. I can’t talk to the principal. I can’t even talk to my fellow students, 
because there’s this sense of well, we live in a house, you don’t. So it’s been very, very 
important over the time they’ve been here, that, you know, things have been able to go as 
normal. Any problems we have had hasn’t been an issue of, you know, you guys live in a hotel. 
It just been like, okay, Daniel needs to improve on his math or Nathan needs to improve his 
handwriting. Learning issues.  
When they feel a part of the school, whether it’s being homeless or because they’re 
African American or whatever the case may be, it makes them learn better. You know, they can’t 
learn when they’re thinking about, okay, they’re gonna talk to me, because they know I live in a 
shelter. Or they’re gonna talk about me today because I’m the only black person in the class.  
It’s very important that even a teacher, you know, gives them some kind of normalcy, 
you know, to be able to say, okay, you guys are a part of the class. And not just say it, but make 
them feel like they are a part of the class. And one thing I love about this school and the teachers 
and staff here, they are open and welcome. You know, my daughter goes to a middle school, 
they don’t know me like they do here at this school. And it’s kind of difficult to get like 
integrated into the school because it’s a new school.  
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Kathleen: Having a teacher or principal that you know you can talk to helps. Seeing the 
principal walk in and out of rooms and who you know knows your name and your family is a big 
deal. 
David: Our principal, she comes into the kid’s classrooms. You wouldn’t even know she 
was there. She’s watching and then she eases out. Then you’re like, oh, the principal was just in 
here. We see her every day. She asks us what’s going on and stuff.  
Nathan: I can go to my principal and teachers and tell them things. They’ll help me.  
Mrs. Compact’s summarizing thoughts: In spite of the fact that we are living in a hotel, 
not that I would want to stay there, but it does feel like home. It does feel like a place—and when 
I say home I’m not saying a place of you know, a house or apartment or whatever, but I mean a 
sense of community and unified, just even as our family. Even though I guess because we live in 
such a small space that we don’t have any choice, but I noticed amongst us we are more unified. 
You know, when we had the apartment they were in their room, my husband was—we were in 
our room, she was in her room watching TV and my son was in the living room doing whatever. 
But I guess cause we’re all sitting on top of each other now, it gives us a more unified 
community sense of you know, living together.  
Since the interview, Mrs. Compact secured a part-time job with a department store and 
continued to get promotions to become a manager. To get to work, Mrs. Compact rides the bus, 
or takes a cab. She was working longer hours with her promotion and the younger children 
began to have problems in school. It was very hard for Mrs. Compact because I would leave her 
phone messages about the boys and she would listen to the messages on the way to or on the way 
home from work. She stated that she appreciated knowing what was happening, but then began 
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to feel guilty because she was working longer hours and the children were having a hard time 
adjusting to that busy schedule.  
This past spring, Mrs. Compact called me very upset with complaints about this school 
year, and she told me she felt like she was dealing with her old school again. I listened to her 
concerns and told her I would look into the concerns and get back to her. The concerns focused 
around David. I had been calling her and leaving her messages about behavior changes I had 
seen in David. During gym and recess he was becoming physical with other boys and he stopped 
doing his homework. David had reported two teachers to his mom saying they had made 
inappropriate comments to him. 
 I called David into my office to have him tell me in his words what had been happening 
at school. David stated that the art teacher made a comment to him that during art appreciation 
week where the parents were invited to come to school allegedly the art teacher stated, “Your 
mom wouldn’t have come anyway.” Additionally, David reported that his classroom teacher 
stated she would not give him a snack because she needed to save them for her daughter. I 
listened to David and told him that I would look into it.  
As I spoke with the teachers, I found that neither of the teachers had said anything like 
this. I called David back into my office and asked him to help me understand the differences in 
the stories his version of what happened and the teachers’ version of the story. David began to 
cry. He told me how his older brother moved out of the hotel, that mom was working longer 
hours, how he never saw mom anymore and wanted to get her attention, so he made up the 
things the teacher said because he knew she would react to it. He told me he knew that it would 
remind his mom of the other school, she would react to the statements and that she would ask 
him about his day and what happened at school.  
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After hearing this, I called Mrs. Compact and asked her if she could come in on her next 
day off to discuss what I had found. Mrs. Compact was able to come into the school and we met 
first separately and then with David. I detailed my findings of the investigation. Mrs. Compact 
felt awful about the incident. I felt for her because she was working longer hours in the hope she 
could earn more money so that the family could move into a three bedroom apartment, and in 
her words, “For what cost!”  
She mentioned how the family was sad about Mark moving out on his own and how it had 
left a “hole” in the family. He had helped with care of the younger children and the children 
really missed him not being with them. Mrs. Compact shared her feelings of guilt over working 
longer hours and how she really was not around for the children like she used to be.  
We called David into the office to talk to him. Together the three of us made a plan to 
help him at school. David did apologize to his mother, me, and his teachers for not telling the 
truth. David had a great end of the year. As a result of that meeting, Mrs. Compact did work 
fewer hours so that she could be home with her family more. The family remains living in the 
hotel.  
 
The Charlottes 
I had met the Charlottes through the meetings for the homeless at my school, but we had 
to travel into a large metropolitan city to interview the family. Prior to our interview, I called a 
sister university to the one I attended to find out if we could use their library for our interview. 
They asked me further questions about the study. When I explained it was for my dissertation and 
my topic was helping families who are experiencing homelessness, the librarian told me, “We 
don’t let just anyone use our facility.” I wonder if she meant Dr. Shields and me or the family we 
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were interviewing. We found a public library close to where the Charlottes were staying and 
conducted the interview there. Ms. Charlotte and Georgia, 11, were interviewed; Q, age 13 had 
wrestling practice at school and was not available for the interview. The Charlottes are 
currently living in a cousin’s grandmother’s house. Each child has his own room.  
The Charlottes’ Experience With Homelessness 
I had been doing well. I had a job working in a hospital in food service. I was paying 
$1,100 a month in rent and had a $500 car note each month. The kids were going to school, I was 
going to work. We were living life. The job became really stressful. It sent me to the hospital. I 
thought I was about to commit suicide and was having a nervous breakdown. My work accused 
me of stealing $47,000. By this time, I could not keep up with my bills; I was on my way to 
being homeless. I thought, if I had stolen the money, do you think I would be about to lose my 
house.  
I felt like it was more important to be here for my kids, so I just quit my job and we 
ended up homeless. At first we moved in with my mother. When I was a child, she was abusive. 
It ended up being the same as an adult. I tried staying there for a year. It didn’t work. So, I took 
the kids and left. I looked for a shelter. We ended up in a shelter.  
I used to drink and smoke. When I drank, I would drink and get drunk. I used to use 
profanity; I gave that up 100%, too. With the shelter, you had to agree not to do any of that. I did. 
I did fine without smoking and drinking. I am also one of those people who get real stern with 
my voice; the shelter did not like that and asked me to leave their program.  
Then we went to stay with my daughter’s dad. He had a one bedroom apartment. There 
were four of us there. He had a bed, we had blowup mattresses. We slept on the floor. The 
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apartment was infested with sewer gnats. They would come out of the faucet and drains. My 
daughter and her dad would make a game out of killing them.  
While we were there, I noticed my daughter had a lot of nightmares. I thought it was 
because of all the changes, losing our house, her grandma and grandpa dying, living in the 
shelter. I did not think much about it. One day, she came home from school and told me she 
needed to tell me something. There had been a program at school that day that talked about good 
touches and bad touches. I found out that night that my baby had been keeping a secret for a 
year. When we were at my mother’s house, my brother, who was 17 years old, had raped her. 
That night, even though it had been a year, I took her to the hospital to have that documented. I 
knew they would not find anything, but I had to do it for her. I now know why she was having 
those nightmares.  
The next day the Department of Children and Family Services was at the school wanting 
to talk to my daughter. That is why we had to move out of her daddy’s house. There was not 
enough room and she needed to have her own room. That is how we ended up at my cousin’s 
grandmother’s house, so all the kids could have their own room. Her house is for sale. I do not 
know how long we can stay here, but we are here for now.  
I am an independent person and I want to do things on my own. Being homeless sucks. 
When people find out, they assume you are lazy. “I say, excuse me, I’m homeless, not poor. I do 
have some income.” We have been through a lot. We stick together. Family is everything.  
Ms. Charlotte was referencing people’s assumptions about homelessness above. During 
the interview she spoke of assumptions that people have because of where you live or what you 
wear. She felt strongly that the school had made assumptions about her and her family because 
they were homeless. During the interview, Ms. Charlotte indicated that she had some income and 
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felt proud that she could provide some necessities for her and her family. She felt insulted that 
people automatically assumed that because she was homeless, that she did not have access to 
any income.  
Georgia: No one knows I am homeless. My brother does not want anyone to know we are 
homeless. We think the kids at our school know because of coming to school in a cab.  
The Charlottes’ Experience With Schools 
The schools, they have been misinformed about a lot of rules, especially the homeless 
rules. We get a free lunch, but if my daughter wants to eat more, I have to pay for it. I send 
money and they tell me she has no money on her account. I have my daughter send it directly to 
the assistant secretary in the office; that way it doesn’t get lost.  
This school will not help us get clothes and shoes that we need. I called the homeless 
liaison, and they get it for me. I am fighting with the school right now because they have marked 
my daughter tardy because the cab was late pickin’ them up. It is not their fault that the cab is 
late. It should not go on their record.  
The McKinney-Vento act provides families with transportation to and from school. Since 
the Charlottes were attending school when they became homeless, they have the right to continue 
to attend that school regardless of where they live so the children have stability. The Charlottes 
have made the choice to stay in the local schools. The children ride in a cab every day. Some 
days due to traffic, the kids may be in the cab for two hours. Sometimes the cab is unreliable and 
does not pick the children up on time. Ms. Charlotte continually advocated for her children so 
that they would not be penalized for tardies because of the unreliable transportation.  
In the winter, they give my daughter a hard time. She is asthmatic and has a very low 
immune system. They still make her go outside. They know she has medical issues, but they still 
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make her go out. One time my daughter told me a teacher grabbed her and said, what kind of 
coat do you have on, “Stylish Old Navy stuff.” This isn’t a real coat. (The Old Navy coat 
Georgia was wearing had been provided by the school.) I know all the teachers know who is 
homeless and who is not. I do get school supplies. That is one thing they are good at. I have 
enough for this year and next.  
Georgia: I don’t like my school. I come to school in a cab. I wake up at 6:00 AM so the 
cab can pick us up at 6:30 to get to school on time. Sometimes I ride in the cab for two hours to 
get to school. When the cab is late I get in trouble from my teacher. They mark me tardy and it 
was not my fault. My school has breakfast for me. But I eat breakfast at home because we leave 
for school very early. When I get to school they make me eat more breakfast at school. I don’t 
want to eat it all the time, and they will make me eat it. 
I gave my teacher money so that I could have a double lunch and it never made it to the 
office, so I didn’t get double lunch. I started to give the money to the office secretary when I 
came in so that I could eat double lunches when I wanted to.  
The kids don’t pick on me at this school. The school helps us out, but some other kids get 
more help than we do. I want to do garden club at school, but I can’t because the cab has to pick 
me up after school and they won’t let me stay.  
 I was wearing a coat from Old Navy. My recess supervisor told me it was not a real coat, 
even though I had originally received it from the school’s clothing bank. There was another time 
in gym when I wore earrings. Everybody else would wear earrings, but the day I wore them, the 
teacher told us we could not wear the earrings in gym and looked right at me. 
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Georgia felt like there was no one in the school who she could talk to or trust. Because of 
the lack of relationship that existed between her and the school, she did not feel like she was 
welcomed or wanted in that school setting.  
Ms. Charlotte: I believe everyone knows who is homeless in a school. There is a lack of 
communication that comes home from the school. We do not have a choice in what supplies and 
clothing is offered to us. We get what they give us. We never met the principal, just the 
counselors and the secretaries. If the principal were more involved, maybe there would be more 
understanding, less inequities.  
Let the kids have a choice, let them pick out a back pack; don’t give them one that will 
tell everyone, “I’m homeless.” Listen to the kids, if they do not want to eat breakfast, don’t make 
them eat it.  
Georgia: Knowing that there is someone at school who you could talk to would help. 
That would make me feel comfortable knowing that I can tell someone something and not be 
afraid of being yelled at or get into trouble. This statement clarifies that Georgia did not feel 
comfortable at school. She had feelings of being disliked and felt there was not really anyone 
who she could trust. This impacted her ability to discuss her circumstances at home and her 
ability to share about the rape. Georgia’s lack of trust in the system and lack of relationships 
with school personnel, as well as the lack of stability at home, impacted her ability to get any 
counseling services that could have helped her through her experience.  
At our final meeting for the homeless in the spring, Ms. Charlotte told me that they were 
thinking of moving to another state with a warmer climate. She indicated that if they could not 
find housing there, the weather would be better if they needed to live outside. I lost track of the 
Charlottes six months after the interview.  
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The Trekkers 
I met the Trekkers through the meetings for the homeless at my school. The Trekkers 
moved from another state because of a divorce. Ms. Trekker and her four children, Kelly, 12 ½; 
Karl, 11; Chris, 10; and Jacob, 8, were living in a two bedroom condo with Ms. Trekker’s father. 
Ms. Trekker described how her father had his own room in the condo and she and the children 
shared the second bedroom. At the time of the interview Ms. Trekker and her children had been 
accepted into a community program that provided transitional housing. She and the children 
were moving into a two bedroom apartment. The three boys were going to share a bedroom and 
Ms. Trekker and her daughter would share a room.  
The Trekkers’ Experience With Homelessness 
I was married, lived in a house with my husband and four children in another state. I 
worked. We had a great life; a home, belongings, money to buy what we needed. Then it 
happened, I lost my job and my husband was not working. Our marriage had been declining, but 
that really put a huge strain on our relationship. He had been diagnosed with bi-polar disorder. 
When he would take his medicine, it was fine, when he did not, it was bad. There was verbal 
abuse towards me and sometimes the children. I did not want the kids to grow up with that, and I 
did not want it to get worse so, my husband and I separated.  
I felt helpless, frustrated. I did not have any contacts or know what to do. I was 
depressed. You lose your sense of self. You lose your confidence. You lose what you knew. You 
don’t know and you don’t have a direction. You want to, because you can’t have goals, because 
you know where you’re at. My biggest goal was to make sure my children were okay, that they 
would have some security. I had to be strong to help them through this difficult time. 
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I couldn’t afford a loaf of bread. I could not provide for my kids. We had a house. We 
had stuff. We had nice furniture. It’s a humbling experience. I am not going to let it stay like 
that. I am not going to live off the system for the rest of my life. I am not going to be in this 
position again. I am determined not to be in this position again, for my kids more than me.  
I did not have a support system in that state because I grew up here (in the state where the 
study took place). I did not know what to do. My dad was trying to sell his condo so that he 
could move to another place. He offered to have me and my children stay with him. So I packed 
up the van, and we came here to move in with him. He had a two bedroom condo. The kids and I 
slept in one room and he slept in his room. He was selling his place so I knew it was going to be 
a temporary situation.  
One day I was looking online and found out that a place called Bridges Communities that 
helps people like me. I called and went through the four-step interview process. Now I live with 
my four children in a two bedroom apartment. We love having a home again. The Bridges 
Community Program provides each family with a mentor. This mentor works with the family 
each week providing financial counseling, emotional support and academic support for the 
children. Bridges work with the family to put money into a savings account. The mentor will 
actually look at the checkbook and receipts each week. The children are provided tutoring two 
times a week and counseling one time a week.  
Kelly: I told two people about where we were living, you know in my grandpa’s house 
and that we were all sharing one room. They would say, “I hope you get a house.” Like it was no 
big deal to them. It was a BIG DEAL to me. It felt like we were not in a real home.  
Karl: I never told anyone. 
Chris: Me either. 
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Kelly: To me having a home is the biggest deal. Now that we have a home, I get excited 
for little things. When I got my bed, I was telling EVERYBODY, “I got a bed!” They were like, 
“Why are you getting excited about a bed?” “I was like, I have been sleeping on a floor for five 
months . . . and I was like I REALLY want to sleep on a bed!” 
Jacob: I never talked about where I lived.  
The Trekkers’ Experience With Schools 
I was excited to put my kids in school. I heard good things about the school. I told them 
that I was living with my dad. Right away they took care of all the costs of enrolling my kids in 
school. The programs at the school are really good. They helped out with the kids supplies. They 
have been a help knowing that I am a single mom and that sometimes I get caught at work. I 
know that the kids are safe at school until I get there. The school is good at communicating 
activities.  
Right away the school took care of all the costs of enrolling. That was huge. The 
programs they have to help kids learn is great. They helped with supplies, and a back pack. The 
school is good with communication and helping us get scholarship for outside activities. I found 
everyone at the school friendly and welcoming.  
There are Tuesday night meetings one time a month for families like me. They bring in a 
speaker and teach us things. They have daycare so I can bring my kids. Most of the time they 
feed us. That is nice too. There is a lot of information at the meetings that will help me find 
resources I need to change my situation. The Tuesday night meetings once a month have been a 
huge help.  
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One concern for me is after school care. The school doesn’t provide that for families like 
me. It makes it hard to come to the parent organization meetings because I’d have to bring my 
kids and there is no daycare at the events. Then I am looked at funny for bringing my kids along.  
Kelly: I like school. We have some freedoms at my school. There is no fighting at my 
school. That is really nice. I love science. I want to be a scientist when I grow up.  
Karl: I like my school too. Like Kelly said, there is no punching at my school. I like that. 
I have friends. I want to be in the army and an architect when I grow up. 
Chris: I like my school because you get to be a patrol. That is a privilege.  
Jacob: I like Fridays at my school. You get to play games on Fridays. 
Kelly: I have had kids say mean things about me online. The real challenge is friends. I 
don’t have very many friends. I sit by myself at lunch. It is really hard. People at my school think 
I am a geek because I like science. I am different from everybody else.  
Chris: I really don’t have any friends to talk to. They are nice to me, but I have not found 
a really good friend yet.  
Karl: I feel like I can talk to teachers and my principal at school. They listen and would 
help me if I needed it.  
Jacob: I can talk to my teachers and my principal too.  
When I did not have email, it was really hard to communicate with the teachers. It was 
frustrating for me because of my work hours and the school’s hours. Now that I have email, I do 
not know what I would do without it. It’s hard to be a single mom in a school setting. Most 
families have a mom and a dad and are not in my situation, so it is hard to connect with that 
parent organization. You feel kind of left out.  
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Kelly: To have someone at school that you can talk to and trust would be good. They 
could help you with people who are bullying you and help out. Actually, I think there should be a 
group with kids who have similar problems or issues that we can all talk. That would help; the 
kids could then kinda help each other. That might help me make more friends.  
Karl: I’d like a hot lunch program. There is not a lot of food in the lunches we get from 
school.  
Chris: I’d like hot lunch too.  
The kids and I have learned a lot. We really appreciate what we have. It seems like we 
have been in this two bedroom apartment forever. It has become a home. So I think for them it 
just, for all of us, I think it was just like getting our life back.  
When I followed up with Mrs. Trekker at the end of the school year at the final meeting 
for the families, I found out that she had a promotion at work and is now working full-time. After 
the interview she was proactive and was attempting to secure after school care for the children 
for the upcoming school year so that she could continue the full-time position at the beginning of 
the next school year. She has continued with the weekly support that the community program 
provides her and her children. She is hoping that she will be able to transition out of the 
program in two years.  
 
The Strongs 
I met the Strongs at the meeting for the homeless at my school. Ms. Strong had found out 
about the meeting through her community agency. I approached her at the meeting and she was 
very willing to help me with the study. She told me that she was being considered for a 
documentary on homelessness because she had been doing so well in the program. She and her 
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son Paul, 6, were interviewed for the study. They were currently living in a two bedroom 
apartment with assistance from the Bridges Community Program.  
The Strongs’ Experience With Homelessness 
It was domestic violence. It happened to me a lot. My son witnessed it all the time, but 
the first time it happened to him, I left. I was so scared. I had no idea where we would go. I went 
to my mom’s house, we stayed there a while, but she kicked me out—we do not always see eye 
to eye. I was depressed, scared, and upset all of the time. Where would we go when I left work? 
Thank God I never had to sleep in my car. I wondered if and when the school found out, would 
they take my son away from me. I moved in with a friend. She was so awesome. It was so 
difficult living in someone else’s house. We slept in the same room together. Even though I was 
staying there, I was a permanent guest in her house. I felt like I always needed to ask to use 
things.  
My first thoughts were that someone would take my son from me. I was upset all the 
time. I would worry about where I would go after work wonder- where will we stay tonight? 
That is stressful! At times, I was depressed. It was the Family Shelter that really helped me get 
back on my feet. 
They told me about the Bridges Communities Program. I had to apply and go through an 
interview process. It has been the best thing that has happened in my life. We now live in a two 
bedroom apartment; I am being taught how to manage my bills and save money and learn how to 
be a better mom to my son. I love our home.  
Amy: Do any of your friends know that you and your mom have had some hard times? 
Paul: Nope. 
Amy: Would that be something you think you would share? 
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Paul: I don’t know. 
Amy: Do you think you would tell—do you trust—or do you have a good friend that you 
would trust them and talk to them and tell them things like this? 
Paul: No. 
Amy: No? 
Paul: My mamma won’t let me tell.  
Paul’s Mom: I don’t care if you tell them.  
Ms. Strong continued by telling Paul that he could tell whoever he wanted to about their 
home life. She said that she felt he had an older cousin that he could talk to and trust. Paul 
agreed that he could talk to his older cousin.  
The Strongs’ Experience With Schools 
My experience with the school has been good. The counselor knows my son and talks to 
my son and helps him out. We had a hard time with something that happened on the bus and we 
ended up talking to the principal and it all came out how some other kid had picked on my son, 
and then he did the same thing to a girl and got caught. The school helped him with counseling.  
I always ask the counselor if I need something. He gets free lunch, help with field trips, 
his books are free. They helped us at the holidays. This year he got to Shop with a Cop. He went 
to Meijer and spent $250.00 and got a new bike. The school set him up to do that. I feel 
comfortable calling the counselor, or the principal, but I talk more to the counselor. She knows 
us better.  
Paul: I like math. I want to be a construction builder when I grow up. Kindergarten was 
my favorite grade. I got to play and had no homework. The worst thing about school is that 
people pick on me like when I am outside or on the bus. When the teachers are not around, they 
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lie and hurt me. When I tell on them, they lie and say I did it. I get in trouble. I have one special 
teacher that I can talk to when I am hurt or upset.  
I think as long as you guys [the schools] put the word out that there always will be help. I 
mean, obviously you guys do try to make it aware that we can always come and talk to you. But I 
was really so lost when all this happened to me; I mean it was his counselor who really helped 
me and the one who suggested I go to the shelter. That is how I found out about all these 
resources that could help us. It is easy to find if you know the right people to talk to.  
Maybe if the schools could just post some of this information on bulletin boards, then 
people who are afraid to ask can just look at the information and be able to help themselves.  
Paul: I want someone to help stop the bullies.  
We have always been close, but this has taught me the difference between what I need 
and what I want. I know I need to provide for my son and my wants can wait. I will do anything 
for my son.  
Ms. Strong has been working really hard with the community program and wants to set 
an example for other families experiencing homelessness, letting them know that you can change 
your circumstances with hard work. I felt that during the interview that Ms. Strong was willing to 
share with me, but I felt because of a lack of a prior relationship, she was not forthcoming with 
specific details that would have given her story more depth. For example, she stated it was 
domestic abuse, but never described details of the abuse and what her son witnessed. Ms. Strong 
emailed me towards the end of the school year and wanted to enroll her son Paul in my school. 
She thought because she was homeless that she could pick any school for her son to attend. I had 
to inform her that the law allowed for school stability and that you can remain in your home 
school when you became homeless, even if you are living elsewhere, but it does not mean that 
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you can pick your school because of homelessness. She understood and enrolled her son again in 
his previous school.  
 
The Khrafts 
The homeless liaison asked me if I wanted to attend a Christmas party at a local church. 
She told me that Ms. Khraft would be there and she felt she would be a willing participant for my 
study. I went on a Saturday to a local church and the homeless liaison introduced me to Mrs. 
Khraft. I spent the morning helping Mrs. Khraft wrap Christmas presents for her two children. 
We spent time talking about her and her children, what they liked and what they wanted for 
Christmas and about life in general. Mrs. Khraft began to tell me a little bit about herself and 
her experiences at the church. Three months after the initial contact, I called Mrs. Khraft and 
asked her if she would still be interested in participating in my study.  
She set up an interview time on a Saturday afternoon for her and her children. Mrs. 
Khraft arrived at the interview without her children. She informed me that her children were 
with her ex-husband and that we could set another day to meet with them. I interviewed Mrs. 
Khraft on that day and set another day to interview her children. 
Mrs. Khraft and her two children were living in a two bedroom apartment and were 
transitioning out of the Bridges community program. Zulia, 10 ½, and Gerad, 9 ½, were 
interviewed in their apartment four days after the interview with their mom.  
The Khrafts’ Experience With Homelessness 
I was married and had not worked for five years. My husband and I decided that it was 
better for me to stay home and raise our children instead of work and send them to daycare every 
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day. Well, we ended up getting a divorce. Me and my ex are not typical divorcees. We do not 
have aggression towards one another, our children are our first priority.  
After the divorce, I could not find any work. No one wanted to hire me. At that time I 
was not receiving any child support, my ex was behind in his rent and he was kicked out of his 
apartment. I tried to stay in the apartment, but the landlord would not let me and the kids stay. I 
was surprised because we had been there for 10 years and I had kids, but I guess they wanted 
their money. I was scared out of my mind. I put everything we owned in storage. I ended up at 
my mother-in-law’s house. It was not good there. She was mean to me and the kids. I was 
fighting with her all the time. It was not good for the kids. I finally moved me and the kids out.  
I never wanted to go to a shelter. I thought it was like a gym with beds and there was no 
privacy. I was pleasantly surprised. Because I was a mother with children, we got to go to a 
special shelter where we had our own room. My children and I received our own room with three 
beds in the room. We always had food. I actually gained weight! Staying in the shelter, you did 
not stay for free; we had to work for our keep. We did chores before we left for the day; we 
would do chores when we came home at night. Once a week we had to cook dinner for everyone 
staying there.  
When we moved into the shelter, you can only stay there a short period of time. They 
have people help you find housing. All the Section 8 housing was full, so they put us in 
transitional housing. They had people who worked with me for the last two years. They helped 
me find employment and taught me how to provide for my family. Now I am transitioning out. 
In a month, me and my kids will be on our own. No support. I was living a nightmare with 
homelessness. I was nervous, afraid; afraid of how this will affect the kids. I am strong. I will 
make the best of the situation for my kids. 
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Zulia: I only told my best friend. I didn’t tell others because people think that being 
homeless is weird. Being homeless is a really serious thing. 
Gerad: I just would not tell anybody. I wouldn’t even want to. If I did, they would tease 
me and say, “Hey look, here’s a homeless kid!” During the interview, Gerad shared how kids at 
school tease him about the way he is dressed, his hair, his school supplies and the fact that he 
goes to the after school program. He shared that he could not imagine what the teasing would be 
like if the other children at the school really knew his circumstances.  
The Khrafts’ Experience With Schools 
My kids have changed schools quite a bit. They’ll be changing schools again. The law 
says that my kids can stay in the school and the school will provide transportation. I have not 
seen any negatives with all the schools we have been at. My kids don’t show any psychological 
effects to what is happening to us. I wonder if it would be a different experience if they did show 
that. The school has an after school care program that helps them with homework. They have a 
food program and give us food each week.  
On Friday they pick up a back pack filled with food—non perishable stuff you know, and 
we take the empty back pack to school on Monday. At the holidays we got presents. Lots of 
presents. I was like, “Oh my God, Wow!” Then Catholic Charities gave us gifts too. 
We got all the school supplies we needed from the school. They told us about this 
resource for school supplies at the county fairgrounds. They had all these booths there. We could 
get shoes, supplies, coupons for clothes lots of different things. Yeah, the schools have been 
nothing but good to us.  
Gerad: The best thing about my school is art class. I can express myself creatively.  
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Zulia: We get to do special things. Like Friday we are going to help senior citizens. They 
are calling it a senior tea. That is fun. I like all my teachers. I can talk to them all. We have been 
to a couple of schools. I have had favorite teachers in every school.  
Gerad: There are bullies at my school. That is bad. The bullies copy me, they call me 
names; they have actually pushed me over.  
My kid’s current school has aftercare for families like us. The kids get to go to the 
program until 6:00 PM then the cab brings them home. They have an after school snack, have 
time for homework and people from the program work with them, you know talk to them. This 
has been really helpful. You know the school gives us supplies, food each week and clothes too. 
That is helpful.  
We have gotten a lot of help during the holidays. The school or other organizations will 
make sure that the kids have presents to open and that we have a special meal to eat. Sometimes 
we don’t ask for help and they give it to us.  
Zulia: Instead of giving us the food in front of all of our friends, maybe they could give 
us the food at that after care or when other kids aren’t around.  
Gerad: Having someone help stop the bullies. That would be good.  
My children and I have always been close. We have been through a lot together and we 
have each other. Really that is all we need.  
Two weeks after the interview Mrs. Khraft shared with me that she was laid off from 
work. She had not yet told the children that she was no longer working and did not know how 
this would affect her transition status with exiting the Catholic Charities program. She only had 
the child support as income and was negotiating with her landlord to do work around the 
complex for a break on rent so that she and the children could stay at their current residence.  
93 
I attempted to contact Mrs. Khraft to see how she and the children were doing and found 
that the phone number had been disconnected.  
 
The Faiths 
I met the Faiths during a meeting at my school. The homeless liaison used my building 
each month for meetings. During these meetings families experiencing homelessness could come 
and listen to a speaker and hear about supports from local agencies. I began attending the 
meetings when they began to use my building as the main facility to hold the meetings. At one 
meeting, the homeless liaison suggested I speak to the Faiths to see if they would be interested in 
helping me with my study. Ashley agreed to participate in the study and set a meeting time for 
Kaylee and her to meet me for an interview. When the day of the interview arrived, Ashley called 
me and asked me to reschedule the meeting to a week later. The new date and time worked for 
me too. Ashley and Kaylee arrived early for their interview. 
The Faiths’ Experience With Homelessness 
I lived in another state. I didn’t have work and knew I needed to change my 
circumstances. In the state I came from there were not a lot of jobs, and the money for jobs was 
not as good as here. I worked here before. I decided to try something different. I left with my 
daughter and came here to live with my niece and her husband.  
They are good to us but it is hard not to have our own place. My daughter is getting to the 
age where she would like to have her own privacy. We cannot do that there. I have a job, but I do 
not make enough for us to move out on our own yet. We have been here for two years now and I 
thought I would have a job and we would be able to live on our own. It is really hard.  
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I do not tell anyone about our situation. I am afraid of what they will think. I am not 
comfortable with everyone knowing our situation. It is really hard to lose everything and move in 
with someone else. You lose your privacy. Friends may say we are homeless, I just say, we live 
with relatives.  
Kaylee: I really don’t tell them [friends] all my information. I have a best friend, but I 
still wouldn’t tell her a lot ‘cause I don’t want her to know everything about me. I just tell people 
the name of the town I live in.  
The fear of judgment from others continues to be a theme from families as to why they do 
not feel comfortable sharing details about their situation. I felt I was providing a safe 
environment for them to share and guide this study, however because I had not developed a 
relationship that promoted trust, I was not offered the whole story of the family’s circumstances. 
The Faiths’ Experience with Schools 
The schools have helped us a whole lot. I talk to the school social worker more than I talk 
to the school principal. They help at Christmas and Thanksgiving, with food. At Christmas we 
got some gifts. They tell me about meetings that I can go to for information. I have gone to a 
couple. I have not told them everything about us, but they check in on us and make sure we have 
food, clothes, and supplies.  
I want the school to know that families need help more times than the holidays. That is 
when everyone seems to remember there are families in need, but we are in need all year round. I 
am grateful for everything they have done. I will only ask if we are desperate.  
Kaylee: I have a nice school. They help me out. I love to read. I pay attention in class, I 
do my work. My favorite subject is science. I want to be a vet when I grow up. I love my teacher. 
The best thing about my school is that I have teachers around me who like to learn things. That is 
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very important. I really have fun there and it’s no trouble. I fit in. I am really successful. I am not 
like a bully. At school, having someone to talk to is important. They can help you if you are 
having a hard time or they can praise you when you are doing good.  
One bad thing is that there are bullies in the school. Some of my friends tried to do it, but 
it doesn’t work on me. If I need to talk to somebody, there is somebody in the front office I can 
talk to. She is real nice and will keep secrets. I only need to talk to her sometimes. The nurses at 
school are really nice too. I have the best family ever! My mom—she’s the best friend I’ve ever 
had. I have everything I like right here. She gives me everything I need.  
The interview with the Faiths is a prime example of the limitations to this study. I had met 
them at a meeting, but really had no established relationship with the family. Ashley was eager 
to help me with my study and was early for our interview. When I probed for more information 
about why she moved her and her daughter from another state, she changed the subject and did 
not answer the question. Ashley and Kaylee were pleasant and wanted to help, but were 
reluctant to share details of their story.  
It was not until I met and interviewed the principal that I learned that Ashley and Kaylee 
were really struggling, had been doubled-up with more than her niece and had just doubled-up 
with another person. The principal then stated that he did not even know a lot about the family, 
just that they truly had a need. All the scholarly literature presents details about what schools 
can do to help families experiencing homelessness but neglects to state how important building 
relationships with families is as it increases the potential to truly help the families overcome the 
barriers they are experiencing in schools and with life. 
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Conclusion of the Families’ Stories 
Of the seven families interviewed not one experience of how the families became 
homeless was the same. Each family had its own unique circumstances that rendered it homeless. 
However, common themes emerged from the families’ experiences. All of the families valued 
education and ensured that their children were enrolled in school. Each family discussed how the 
experience solidified a bond between all family members and how they felt like a close family 
unit. All families identified that they felt others, including school personnel had made 
assumptions and had stereotyped the family because of their experiences. All families expressed 
a fear of what would happen when the school found out that they were experiencing 
homelessness. These themes will be discussed and further analyzed in Chapter 6. In the next 
chapter, however, I review the findings from the school leaders and the homeless liaison 
interviews through the lens of transformative leadership.  
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Chapter 5 
School Leaders and Their Experiences With Homelessness 
This chapter details the findings from the school leader and homeless liaison interviews. 
Those interviews helped to answer the final two research questions that guided this study. The 
final two research questions were:  
1. What strategies do leaders employ when working with families experiencing 
homelessness? 
 
2. What can school leaders do to ensure students and families experiencing homelessness 
have an equitable quality education? 
 
The school leaders’ and homeless liaisons’ interviews were coded first by themes, then analyzed 
using the lens of transformative leadership. Although there are eight main areas of transformative 
leadership—deconstructing and reconstructing knowledge frameworks; mandating deep and 
equitable change;  focusing on emancipation, democracy, equity and justice; addressing 
inequitable distribution of power; emphasizing individual and collective good; interdependence 
and interconnectedness; balancing critique with promise; and the need for educators to exhibit 
moral courage, most of the interview responses fall directly into two areas of transformative 
leadership: the need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge and the mandate to effect deep 
and equitable change. In this chapter I present the initial analysis of data using the lens of 
transformative leadership. As in the last chapter, my personal comments are in italics. A final 
thorough analysis combining the lens of transformative leadership with the information from the 
families takes place in Chapter 6. 
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Table 2 
Summary of School Leaders  
School Size of school/district Families experiencing homelessness 
Jr. High 1,150 Leader unsure—guessed 2 or 3 
Jr. High  730 Leader unsure—guessed 15 to 20 
Elementary   390 6 children from 4 families 
Elementary  310 4 or 5 families  
Elementary 600 11 families 
District Homeless Liaison 3,650 45 families  
District Homeless Liaison 2,000 34 families 
 
 
Deconstructing and Reconstructing Knowledge Frameworks 
Not one of the five building principals nor the two homeless liaisons had any idea of the 
McKinney-Vento Act until the first family experiencing homelessness enrolled in their building. 
Each principal schooled himself on the rights in the act or attended a workshop to determine how 
they could best help the families. One principal commented,  
Families who are homeless who have gone through so much already, and then they come 
to schools and are being asked to provide information that’s actually illegal for them to 
be providing, and then they are keeping them out of school when that should be the one 
safe, consistent place for them. 
 
School leaders and homeless liaisons are educating themselves and others in order to 
protect the rights of the families who are experiencing homelessness. Another principal stated, 
“Your secretarial staff, your office, your front line, it’s huge” [important for them to know the 
law and the requirements and the rights of the family]. Another principal stated, “I mean, 
common sense tells you if unfortunately, a family is homeless, and they are not in our district 
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anymore, it’s critical for that child to have some consistency in their life. And we may be the 
only consistency they have.”  
A fallacy I found in doing my research that requires deconstructing knowledge is many 
educators have a misconception that once people find out “schools are enrolling families who are 
homeless,” these educators believe that everyone will begin enrolling in schools to obtain a 
better education by saying they are homeless. In my experience as the homeless liaison, a couple 
of administrators were worried because they heard talk at registration among families saying, 
“All you have to say is that you are homeless and they let you in.” I reassured my colleagues 
that the law protects against this allegation. This also proved false in the last chapter when Ms. 
Strong called to ask to enroll her son Paul in my school.  
Additionally, this fallacy was contradicted by the school leaders I interviewed. One 
leader stated, “I think the challenge is that sometimes families will come in, and they won’t say 
that they’re homeless or they won’t be aware of what their rights are.” Another leader stated, “A 
lot of times we’ve found parents to be reluctant for various reasons [sharing that they are 
homeless].” Another leader stated, “It’s difficult; the parents who are truly in need are resistant 
or reluctant to ask for help.” It is important to recognize families do not have the right to enroll 
just anywhere, but where they are permitted by law, school leaders need to support them. 
The definition of homelessness itself provides an opportunity for leaders to deconstruct 
and reconstruct knowledge. Specifically, the school leaders were commenting about one aspect 
of the law known as doubled up. The law states “sharing the housing of other persons due to loss 
of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason (sometimes referred to as doubled up).” It is 
this portion of the definition of homelessness that causes school leaders the most distress. One 
principal stated,  
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Just by definition there are things that are unclear. Some families are living with other 
families on purpose and just saying that they are homeless. If the family is living in an 
apartment because of a traumatic event or because something has occurred financially, 
that is what the intent of the law is, but if they are moving in with grandpa or moving in 
with some aunt or somebody who lives in our district to get an education. [That’s wrong]  
 
In this district several families are doubled-up. This principal truly believed that most families 
were doubled-up and attending the district illegally. When I interviewed the homeless liaison for 
the district, she did state, that most of their families were doubled-up and were truly in need. She 
also stated that some administrators had a hard time with this definition of homelessness.  
Another principal commented, “[The McKinney-Vento Act] was a pretty drastic change 
from where we had been [with requesting residency], so it took some adjustment for us to get to 
that place [enrolling first and asking questions later].” It is this deconstructing of the knowledge 
of school residency requirements and then reconstructing the knowledge of the rights of the 
families experiencing homelessness by the school leader that helps these families move closer to 
an equitable quality education.  
Another principal stated, “You’re selling your house, you’ve sold your house, you need 
somewhere to live for three months, you move in with your sister, does that make you 
homeless?” When deconstructing the knowledge and the intent of the law, the answer to this 
question is no. The law states it is due to a traumatic event or financial hardship. In this instance, 
the family has not experienced any hardship that has rendered them homeless. They have the 
financial means to live somewhere else, they have built a house and it is not ready. This family 
would not be considered homeless. The family would be considered misplaced because of the 
timing of the sale, but it does not follow the intent of the law nor could they be considered 
homeless.  
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Another principal described challenges with the law as “kind of a gatekeeper process.” 
When I asked for clarification of what he meant he said,  
Well, residency is a gate keeping kind of system that has been in place. It is our job to try 
and identify and make sure we are serving the people in our attendance area. But all of a 
sudden you bring in McKinney-Vento and then people say, you know, if they indicate at 
all that, well, we’re staying with family members or in any way indicate that they are 
homeless, residency is off the table.  
 
While being interviewed, the school leaders mentioned that they felt conflicted because as a 
principal it is our job to ensure all students who attend the school are residence of the district. 
Complicating that requirement is the McKinney-Vento Act where a family experiencing 
homelessness can walk into a school, declare homelessness, and the law requires the school 
district to enroll immediately, waiving any residency policy procedures.  
Another principal’s concerns were similar. He stated, 
I think our district bends over backwards [to help families experiencing homelessness]. 
You know, you use the word homeless—we’ve had situations where somebody comes in 
and wants to register and they haven’t got the documentation [for residency] and an hour 
and a half later they come back in and say, “Oh, we’re homeless.” Okay. We stop asking 
questions and I think—I don’t want to sound crass, and I don’t think that there are many 
people who take advantage, but word is out if you want to go to a good school, walk in 
and say you are homeless. 
 
This principal’s concern was similar to the previous principal. He and his staff were suspicious 
because the family initially came to the school, could not prove residency to enroll, then came 
back to the school and stated they were homeless which enacted the immediate enrollment 
portion of the law.  
Conversely one homeless liaison stated, “The majority of homeless families we are 
dealing with are truly doubled-up.” Another principal stated, “Once they claim homeless, 
Welcome!” Clearly more discussion and deconstruction and reconstruction of knowledge needs 
to happen around the topic of residency and the definition of homelessness, specifically with the 
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doubled up definition. Residency policies and homelessness do tend to conflict because of the 
statute in the law requiring immediate enrollment when a families claims homelessness. But once 
the opportunity has been given for dialogue around the topic of concern, the deconstruction and 
reconstruction of knowledge can begin to occur.  
Another area in the McKinney-Vento act that requires deconstruction and reconstruction 
of knowledge stems from the transportation provision of the act. Specifically the law states: 
Requirement for transportation to and from school of origin—The State and its local 
educational agencies (LEAs) must adopt policies and practices to ensure that 
transportation is provided, at the request of the parent or guardian (or in the case of 
unaccompanied youth, the liaison) to and from the school of origin. There are specific 
provisions regarding the responsibility and costs for transportation (See Section H.) 
 
Each principal expressed a concern about the cost of transportation to have children come back 
to his/her school for the education. The law states that the cost of transportation will be split 
between the district where the student and family who are experiencing homelessness reside and 
where they attend school. Most schools comply with this statue. If they do not, the cost comes out 
of the district budget, funded by taxpayer money. One principal stated,  
You know, we have a cab picking up a child. It made me very uncomfortable that I have 
a first grader traveling in a cab with some cab driver that I don’t know. Yeah, they’re 
insured, they’re this, they’re that, but common sense tells you that I wouldn’t want my 
child in a cab.  
 
Another principal stated, “We don’t want to draw attention to these kids or families, but when 
they pull up in a cab.” Another principal described her concern with the provision of 
transportation. 
One of the students we had last year we were transporting out of the city every day. So 
you’re talking forty-five min. cab ride there and back, not to mention all other things that 
were associated with that. I have no problem. I think in the purest form of the idea, we 
want these kids to be in school. We want them to be educated. We want them to have all 
the same opportunities. But throw a five or ten mile radius on it. Throw a period of time 
on it. Because to put a kindergartner in a cab, by himself and transport him twenty 
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minutes to and from school. If I was a parent and there was a school right down the street, 
for crying out loud. 
 
The school leaders discussed that the cab companies were not reliable and that students 
could be waiting for the cab for up to a half an hour after school was dismissed. Once again, 
deconstructing and reconstructing knowledge shows that the intent of the law is to provide a 
stable school experience and families experiencing homelessness will find a place to stay 
anywhere they can. Children and families who are experiencing homelessness cannot have a 
limit of miles placed on them; it is not about the miles, but about the consistency of services for 
these students. However, most schools do not have after school care to help watch the children 
who are waiting for the cab to take them home which can cause supervision problems at the 
school. Either the school needs to hire staff to supervise the children, or the principal will stay 
himself/herself to ensure the children’s safety.  
Although the school leaders were expressing frustrations with the law, they are 
deconstructing and reconstructing knowledge every day. These leaders and liaisons are aware of 
the rights that families experiencing homelessness are entitled to and are helping others 
deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge.  
 
The Mandate to Effect Deep and Equitable Change and a Focus on  
Emancipation, Democracy, Equity and Justice 
 
The school leaders and homeless liaisons interviewed for this study believed in doing 
more than talking about change when helping families who were experiencing homelessness. In 
order to make deep and equitable change, conversations need to occur and programs need to be 
developed. The two homeless liaisons interviewed for this study worked together to write a grant 
to provide for the families experiencing homelessness. One of the first things they did with the 
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grant money was to hire an employee who would work directly with the families, establishing 
relationships and providing support for the families. One liaison commented: 
We decided to hire someone to help us help the parents of children who were homeless. 
This is over and above what we are expected to do in terms of the law. We provide parent 
meetings where speakers come in and talk to the families on how to fill out a job 
application, how to cook using food from the pantry, how to do a family game night with 
kids, how to advocate for yourself, and how to access resources. 
 
The second homeless liaison commented, “We go above and beyond with workshops and 
trying to help families with lots of school supports. I think this should be a model for other 
districts to follow. All the principals described how their schools provide food, transportation, 
help with fieldtrips, school supplies and clothing. Some principals spoke of budget allocations to 
ensure families had what they needed, while other schools did not and would have to find money 
within their budgets to ensure the families’ needs were met.  
 
Emphasis on Interdependence, Inter-Connectedness and Global Awareness 
The school leaders indicated programs like tutoring, after school care, and food and 
clothing programs that are implemented to help the children and families experiencing 
homelessness. These programs get at the surface level needs of helping and assisting the 
families. During the interview one principal discussed the importance of building relationships 
and having a lasting impact to help the families and stated, “additional social work help would be 
key for these children and families.” This school leader was recognizing that the need to mandate 
deep and effective change was more than providing for the obvious needs of the families.  
These findings indicate that my sampling of school leaders interviewed for this study are 
examples of transformative leaders. It has been my experience as a principal over the last six 
years that I had to fight for the rights of some of my children moving from my building to the 
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middle school. One year a student experiencing homelessness was excluded from school because 
she did not have some of the necessary paperwork. Other times, the registrar would call and 
question, why are THEY marked homeless (a doubled-up family) THEY live in an apartment with 
their grandma or THEY go to a hotel every night. The need to deconstruct and reconstruct 
knowledge of what constitutes a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence is necessary. I 
argue that having six people sleeping in one hotel room, or five family members sleeping in one 
bedroom is not an adequate residence.  
 
Emphasis on Both Private and Public (Individual and Collective) Good 
The school leaders and the homeless liaisons alluded to the fact that developing a 
relationship with the families experiencing homelessness was critical in determining the needs of 
the families. Although I have no direct quotes from the family participants specifically stating a 
relationship is necessary, each mentioned that it was difficult to find out what the families’ 
specific needs were being met because the families experiencing homelessness were reluctant to 
share that they were homeless. 
 
The Necessity of Balancing Critique With Promise and the Need to  
Address Inequitable Distribution of Power 
 
In none of the interviews did the school leaders nor the homeless liaisons mention the 
need to challenge current policies or practices in their schools that continue to perpetuate barriers 
for children and families experiencing homelessness. The school leaders and liaisons did 
mention the challenges of enforcing residency requirements but failed to mention what could be 
done to challenge these practices to ensure all children and families have a right to an equitable 
education. Although the data indicated that the school leaders and the homeless liaisons were 
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transformative leaders, their situations have not allowed them the opportunities to challenge the 
status quo of policies and procedures that continue to marginalize these families.  
 
The Need for Moral Courage 
These interviews indicate that there is a need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge 
around the definition of homelessness and around the requirements of residency and the 
provision of providing transportation to children. All of the school leaders interviewed exhibited 
the moral courage to impact the lives of the families experiencing homelessness. They realized 
the need to develop relationships with the families to ensure the best possible education for the 
children. These leaders also worked with staff to dispel the assumptions and stereotypes that 
people jump to when homework is not complete or forms are not returned. All of the school 
leaders were acting on behalf of the marginalized by having conversations with those who need 
to recognize the families in need and ensure that the families are given what they need. All of the 
leaders acknowledge that building a relationship with these families is the first step in ensuring 
deep equitable change. 
I sought to answer two research questions for this section of my study. The first question 
was “What strategies do school leaders employ when working with families experiencing 
homelessness?” I found that these school leaders firmly believe in developing relationships with 
families and believe in getting to know the entire family so the proper supports can be put in 
place to ensure that the students are learning. The leaders take time with their teachers and staff 
to ensure that they know the rules and regulations of the McKinney-Vento Act to ensure that 
they are not making false assumptions about the children and families. The leaders work with 
staff that have deficit thinking about the families and the reasons why they are not turning in 
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necessary paperwork or permission slips. In other words, these leaders are employing 
transformative leadership, what you do and believe to ensure that these children and families 
have the opportunity to receive an equitable quality education.  
The second research question was, “What can school leaders do to ensure students and 
families experiencing homelessness have an equitable quality education?” I found that a school 
leader will do whatever it takes to ensure the child can receive a quality education. If it means 
staying late for a meeting, calling a parent to ask what can the school do for you, meeting the 
families at the time of enrollment, asking questions that show that you truly care about them and 
their families, ensuring that counseling or special education services need to take place, having 
difficult conversations with teachers and staff who are trapped in deficit thinking and 
marginalizing students, holding meetings that build the capacity of the parents to ensure they 
have the confidence to apply for a full-time job; the list of what these leaders will do to ensure 
that these children receive an equitable quality education is endless. The findings show examples 
of transformative leadership at its best. The final chapter, chapter 6, further uses the lens of 
transformative leadership to analyze and summarize the data from both chapters 4 and 5.  
 
  
108 
Chapter 6 
Learning From the Families Experiencing Homelessness 
In this qualitative study I used a combination of methods to answer my research 
questions. I used a phenomenological narrative to tell the stories of the families experiencing 
homelessness, and used the lens of transformative leadership to analyze school leaders’ 
responses to my research questions about how they work with families experiencing 
homelessness.  
According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000) narrative inquiries do not necessarily 
translate into policy statements, action plans, or curricular applications; instead, they “offer 
readers a place to imagine their own uses and applications” (p. 42). Using this premise, it is my 
hope that this study will allow educators to gain new knowledge about families experiencing 
homelessness. Additionally, it is my hope that by reading these families’ stories, educators can 
reflect on biases about families in need, critique our policies and practices when working with 
them, and explore new avenues of working with any family experiencing homelessness or other 
types of need.  
In this final chapter, I provide an overview of the study, discuss the key findings with 
respect to my overall purpose and make some recommendations that I hope will offer school 
leaders ways to become more effective transformative leaders; leaders who will bring about 
equitable reform (Oakes & Rogers, 2006) and “reform that begins with questions of justice, 
democracy, and the dialectic between individual accountability and social responsibility” 
(Weiner, 2003, p. 89). But before I turn to the discussion of findings and recommendations, I 
want to share my personal journey to understanding homelessness.  
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Personal Voice 
I was a building principal for ten years and am currently a director of learning and a 
homeless liaison. I had no idea that the McKinney Vento Act existed until the first family 
experiencing homelessness came to my school to enroll. It was easy to enroll the first family 
because they were working with Catholic Charities. I had an organization working with a family, 
telling me their circumstances, and asking me, as a building leader, to help this family. That was 
straight-forward. It was not until the second family enrolled, that it became more difficult. They 
were doubled-up, living with a relative because they had lost their house. It was then that I read 
the McKinney-Vento Act. I needed to find out more about the law and the rights that it gave to 
families experiencing homelessness. Little did I know that my interest in the law and the 
families’ rights would lead to this study.  
As I continued to enroll more families experiencing homelessness, I realized that it was 
taking more than knowledge of the law to meet the families’ needs. It was at that time that I 
asked my secretary to be part of the registration process, especially when she had a suspicion that 
families might be experiencing homelessness. I found that engaging families in conversation 
about their circumstances helped me to establish a relationship with each family and helped me 
to understand what the school could do to help them with their circumstances.  
Additionally, I found that families who are truly homeless were hesitant to share that 
information. One of the last families that I worked with as a building principal approached the 
school during the month of February inquiring about registration. Three weeks had passed and I 
asked my secretary to give the family a call. Two families came to my building to register. I met 
with them and learned that they had moved from another state. They indicated they were looking 
for housing because the house that they were currently in was being sold (actually foreclosed). I 
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asked all my typical questions of the family and was convinced they were homeless, but I could 
not get them to confirm their situation.  
My secretaries and I helped them look for homes to rent, but they did not find one in my 
attendance area. It was at that time that I picked up the phone and spoke to the family asking 
them if they had a place to live. They stated no. I told them of the McKinney-Vento Act and the 
rights that it gave to families experiencing financial hardship and the rights of school attendance. 
The family thanked me and still did not indicate they were homeless. I explained to the family 
that the children could finish the year out at my school, but they had to provide transportation 
back and forth to my school. Again, I explained the rights that McKinney-Vento offered. The 
family settled in another town. Upon attempting to enroll in a new district, they encountered 
difficulties because they were doubled-up with another family and again, were not identified as 
homeless. That school district gave the family grief and said they would call the district 
residence landlord to notify them of more people living in the apartment than the lease stated. 
That is when the family contacted the Regional Office of Education (ROE), declared 
homelessness and transported their children back to my school to be educated.  
Any school leader knows it is not good to receive a call from the state or the regional 
office of education (ROE) when it comes to working with families who are experiencing 
homelessness. When the regional office called me, I was worried because I had made many 
attempts to have this family declare homelessness so that I could provide them with the 
necessary services. When I spoke to the ROE, the liaison told me the family told them that I tried 
many times to help them declare homelessness, and that I was very willing to work with the 
family to provide services. They reported the other district for their lack of support and 
consideration and requested to be transported back to my school. We agreed. This story is yet 
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another example that families who are truly experiencing homelessness do not feel comfortable 
sharing the extent of their circumstances. This proves the need for school leaders to employ 
transformative leadership—what you live and believe.  
 
Overview of the Study 
This study had six guiding questions and used two methodologies to find the answers to 
the research questions. To understand the lived-experiences of the families experiencing 
homelessness, a phenomenological narrative approach was used for the following research 
questions:  
1. What are the experiences of families experiencing homelessness? 
2. What are the experiences of these families when they have children in schools? 
3. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness? 
4. What barriers exist for families experiencing homelessness with schools? 
A qualitative approach of interviewing, coding, and analysis using the lens of transformative 
leadership was used to answer the following research questions: 
5. What strategies do leaders employ when working with families experiencing 
homelessness?  
 
6. What can school leaders do to ensure that students and families experiencing 
homelessness have an equitable quality education? 
 
I had an idea of the experiences of families experiencing homelessness, but I had no idea of the 
extent of experiences they endured while experiencing homelessness. 
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Findings and Discussion 
Telling the stories of the seven families is an attempt to help school leaders to understand 
the complexity of the lives and experiences of these families experiencing homelessness and to 
help the leaders learn the importance of employing transformative leadership to change the 
current status quo. My intent was to first of all find and describe the experiences of families 
experiencing homelessness. Merriam (2009) stated, phenomenology “comes from a focus on the 
experience itself and how experiencing something is transformed into consciousness” (p. 24). By 
telling the families’ stories, it helps to bring their experiences to a conscience level for all school 
leaders to learn and grow.  
I found that each family had a unique story as to why it began experiencing 
homelessness, from money mismanagement, to illness, to divorce, or abuse. All of the families 
indicated they were afraid to share their circumstances with others, including the schools because 
they were afraid of the judgments, assumptions, or stereotypes that would be placed upon them 
because of their circumstances. The adults indicated they went through a period of depression 
because of their circumstances and felt guilty that they were unable to provide for their family. 
Many of the families spoke of the belongings they lost after they put them into storage because 
of their inability to pay for the rent on the storage unit. They felt that they had lost everything.  
Although the families’ material possessions were gone, each family described closeness, 
a bond that has solidified the family unit, whether it was because they have been living in close 
quarters or because of the horrific experiences they had shared sleeping in cars or in shelters. 
This togetherness has helped each family through the rough times. One family, the Brownings, 
would even sing a song to help the mom when she was feeling down. This is an example of the 
strong relationships that each family has developed and how a circumstance can both positively 
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and negatively affect the entire family unit. It also clearly demonstrates the dangers of making 
the kind of assumptions I had to address with the Institutional Review Board of my university 
when they assumed we would uncover harmful situations and insisted on the research proposal 
including language about mandated reporting. Here we clearly see the need to deconstruct 
knowledge frameworks in order to reconstruct new ones (Shields in press, 2009a, 2009b, 2008). 
This study asked the families experiencing homelessness what their experiences with 
schools were like. All of the families indicated that they were initially afraid to tell the school of 
their homeless status, although most of the families have also had positive experiences with the 
schools. Their experiences emphasize the importance of providing experiences that emphasize 
equity as well as liberation from the confining assumptions of others.  
These families have been given fee waivers, school supplies, counseling, after school 
tutoring help, food, presents and food around the Christmas holiday, clothing, etc. This is similar 
to programs described earlier in this study by Vissing (2003), Pawlas et. al (1994), and Woods 
(1996). Additionally, when the Compacts could not provide a birth certificate for Nathan, the 
school ensured the correct paperwork was filled out and requested that document online.  
However, two families spoke of poor school experiences. The Compacts had to speak 
with DCFS words about allegations of abuse. This experience made the family even more leery 
of school leaders and teachers. The Charlottes spoke of instances with the school forcing Georgia 
to eat the free breakfast, and making comments about a coat, that the school provided, and 
feeling like everyone knew of their homeless status. In both of these families’ examples, no 
relationship existed between the family and the school, making communication and addressing 
these families’ needs challenging for both the families and the schools. 
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Other comments suggested the need for transformative leaders to critique existing 
policies and practices in order to offer hope and promise to families experiencing homelessness. 
The Compacts addressed the concern of not having the necessary documentation, a birth 
certificate, for their one son and the school actually questioned if he was the appropriate age to 
attend school. The Compacts were discouraged because of the negative communication that was 
coming from the school, blaming the family for not having the necessary documentation, calling 
DCFS with allegations of abuse instead of calling and asking questions that could be mutually 
beneficial to both parties. The Charlottes also indicated that they felt other families received 
more support than they were receiving (although that was never confirmed by the school).  
The Brownings, the Compacts, the Trekkers, and the Faiths discussed how some school 
projects required money to complete. These families were struggling with finances and had to 
sacrifice food or gas to pay for the necessary materials to complete the projects the school 
assigned. All families did indicate they had fun completing the projects together; however, they 
spoke of the financial strain purchasing the materials put on their families.  
Ms. Browning discussed how shelters require a boy of twelve years to stay with the men 
instead of with a family unit. This stopped the Browning family from staying in a shelter long 
term. The boy was afraid to stay by himself with men he did not know, and the mother and 
children were afraid for him because he could not stay with them. Leaders need to get involved 
in the community and help the organizations understand the needs of families to ensure more 
families who have male children do not experience additional stress and separation by requiring 
separate accommodations.  
Additionally, Ms. Khraft spoke of the requirement of needing to be at the shelter as a 
family unit by a certain time in the evening. This prevented the children from participating in any 
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type of afterschool activity, or getting any after school help, because if the entire family unit was 
not at the check in for the shelter, they might lose the spot for the evening.  
Few families spoke of difficulty registering in schools; however, my experience as a 
principal and as a homeless liaison has encountered many families encountering difficulty 
enrolling students in schools, particularly because they do not want to share the fact that they are 
actually homeless, or because of the fact that they do not have all the necessary documentation 
that schools require based on the Illinois School Code.  
 
Discussion Through the Use of the Lens of Transformative Leadership 
Employing transformative leadership as described by Shields (2011) and Kose and 
Shields (2010), specifically leadership that you live and believe not only employs skills that good 
leaders engage in, but also embeds balancing critique with promise and exhibiting moral courage 
throughout each day. Transformative leadership includes “the concepts of social justice and 
democratic community are integrally interconnected and that they must not be considered apart 
from concepts of student learning” (Furman & Shields, 2005, p. 120). In this section, I further 
demonstrate how transformative leadership could address the needs of families’ experiencing 
homelessness. 
The Mandate to Effect Deep and Equitable Change 
 Deficit thinking (Shields, Bishop, & Mazawi, 2005) has a huge impact on the way 
children and families experiencing homelessness are treated. The families and the principals 
indicated that people make assumptions when they hear the word homelessness. Many of the 
families spoke of the “stigma” that exists when you mention the word homeless. Additionally, 
the families spoke of the stereotypes that exist when school personnel find out about their 
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circumstances. In order to begin to have deep and equitable change, leaders need to be aware of 
these assumptions and stereotypes that exist in society.  
The mandate to effect deep and equitable change begins with leaders having the courage 
to hold difficult conversations challenging assumptions, biases, and stereotypes that are held by 
those in the dominant culture. Once leaders begin to employ this belief into their practice, 
equitable education will be achieved.  
The Need to Deconstruct and Reconstruct Knowledge 
The data in chapter five specifically focused on and detailed the belief of deconstructing 
and reconstructing knowledge specifically around the definition of homelessness, the concerns 
with transportation, and the issues with residency requirements. This need was evidenced by the 
families discussing the stereotypes and the judgments that others placed on them because of their 
circumstances. The school leaders also indicated the biases that they held and others sometimes 
hold when it comes to working with families experiencing homelessness. 
To tackle assumptions and stereotypes, leaders need to deconstruct existing negative 
knowledge frameworks and reconstruct new ones. To do so, they will need to have conversations 
to address the deficit thinking which impacts the ability of children experiencing homelessness to 
receive an equitable education. These conversations and dialogue need to occur not only with 
staff, but also with families, thus establishing and building a relationship of trust and partnership 
between the school and the family. Starratt’s (1991) ethics of caring focused on developing 
relationships that are authentic and genuine. School leaders must challenge assumptions of staff 
by engaging in conversation dialogue that allows staff to confront deficit thinking so that all 
children have the opportunity to receive an equitable education. All of the seven families 
indicated that they value education. Ms. Browning would even ground her children if they did 
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not bring home the grades they were capable of earning; the Compacts stated education is an 
equalizer. Many staff have the belief that these families do not value education; these two 
examples prove leaders need to challenge assumptions in order to move towards equitable 
education for children experiencing homelessness.  
When deconstructing and reconstructing this knowledge it is important for a leader to 
focus on equal equitable access for all children. Leaders should build strong relationships with 
staff so that the difficult conversations and dialogue can begin to help all deconstruct the 
knowledge held that contributes to deficit thinking.  
A Focus on Emancipation, Democracy, Equity and Justice 
This form of transformative leadership employs the belief that to improve achievement 
for all students “deep democracy” (Green, 1999) must be present. Specifically, Green (1999) 
urged, “a deeper conception of democracy that expresses the experience-based possibility of 
more equal, respectful, and mutually beneficial ways of community life” (italics original, p. vi). 
Transformative leadership “would seek to identify those who are included or excluded, 
privileged or marginalized, listened to or silenced; we would ask who benefits and who is 
disadvantaged by any given decision, practice, resource allocation, or curricular representation” 
(Furman & Shields, 2005, p. 134). The Brownings, the Khrafts, and the Charlottes spoke of 
practices at shelters that continued to marginalize the families. A transformative leader should 
take this information and expose how these practices are not mutually benefitting and continuing 
to exclude the children from school programs and activities.  
The basis for the beliefs of transformative leadership stemmed from Paulo Freire (1998). 
His belief was, “that education is not the ultimate lever for social transformation, but without it 
transformation cannot occur” (p. 37). This statement encourages leaders to be transformative and 
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to infuse democratic education and social justice into the school system. Freire (1993) said, “the 
solution is not to ‘integrate’ them into the structure of oppression, but to transform that structure 
so that they can become ‘beings for themselves’” (p. 74). The homeless liaisons gave great 
examples of attempting to transform families’ experiences by providing monthly meetings and 
bringing in resources for the families based on their requests. This is transformative leadership 
because leaders asked families what they needed in order to have the knowledge and resources to 
help change their circumstances. Decisions were not made by the leaders; the leaders included 
the families into the planning and provided the training based on their needs. The families had a 
say in what would be most helpful to them. By asking the families what they need to help change 
their situations, and then bringing in speakers to support the families in those areas, attempts are 
made to break the barriers that exist by educating the families on what resources are available to 
help change their circumstances. It is because of those meetings that Mrs. Compact gained the 
confidence to reenter the workforce.  
Additionally, leaders need to be aware of the curriculum that is being delivered to all 
students if they are to help teachers offer equitable and liberating learning experiences to all 
students. It is important to ensure that the curriculum encompasses all children’s lived 
experiences. The Compacts indicated that in their school they did not have to be worried about 
their living situation because the school focused on the children and what they needed to learn 
and not that they were homeless.   
When school leaders are willing to have the conversation about curriculum, one can refer 
to Grumet (1995) who defines curriculum as the conversation “that makes sense of things” (p. 
19). It is important for leaders to hold conversations with teachers to gain an understanding of 
curriculum, ensuring that all teachers know and understand cultural practices, backgrounds, and 
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circumstances of all children and families in their schools. The hidden curriculum that is being 
delivered needs to be exposed to ensure that all students have an opportunity to learn and 
understand the “expectations” of the hidden curriculum. When the hidden curriculum is exposed, 
and all students are taught the hidden curriculum, an equitable education can begin.  
The Need to Address Inequitable Distribution of Power 
Transformative leadership must be what a leader lives on a daily basis. When the leader’s 
belief system is one that challenges the status quo in order to ensure that other voices besides the 
dominant culture are heard and that one facet of democracy is teaching children to be citizens 
who take an active role in society, reform can begin to occur that will change society. Weiner 
(2003), recognized that transformative educational leaders work within a hierarchical system, 
and must learn to “exercise effective oppositional power, to resist courageously, to be activists 
and voices for change and transformation” (p. 102). He continued to say transformative leaders 
must “take risks, form strategic alliances, to learn and unlearn their power, and reach beyond a 
“fear of authority” toward a concrete vision of the work in which oppression, violence, and 
brutality are transformed by a commitment to equality, liberty, and democratic struggle” (p. 
102). 
Throughout this study, the families indicated many barriers that were perpetuating their 
circumstances of homelessness. One family, The Compacts, have money, however, must 
continue to live in a hotel because of the local ordinances that exist forcing the family to rent a 
three bedroom apartment because of the number of people in their family instead of a two 
bedroom apartment that they could afford on their salaries. The Khrafts and the Brownings 
indicated practices that shelters enforce, having all family members present for entry and that 
boys at the age of twelve must sleep with the men instead of with their families. Transformative 
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leaders need to begin to challenge policies and practices that continue to marginalize these 
families.  
Emphasis on Both Private and Public (individual and Collective) Good 
One purpose of education is to build an educated citizenry. Barber (2001) wrote, “For 
true democracy to flourish there must be citizens. Citizens are women and men educated for 
excellence by which term I mean the knowledge and competence to govern in common their own 
lives” (p. 12). Having an educated citizenry will be a first step in attempting to alleviate the 
inequalities that currently exist in society. Leaders need to encourage and support an equitable 
environment that supports a child’s academic, social and emotional growth as well as one that 
creates “learning communities in which each person feels a strong sense of belonging and safety 
and in which each knows that he or she has something important and meaningful to contribute to 
the learning situation” (Shields, 2008 p. xiv).  
Additionally to create a climate for the collective good, the ethic of justice (Starratt, 
1991) promoted participating in society by teaching the individuals to think and act in terms of 
the common good for the community as a whole. Starratt (1991) also promoted ethics of caring 
which “requires fidelity to persons, a willingness to acknowledge their right to be who they are, 
an openness to encountering them in their authentic individuality, a loyalty to the relationship” 
(p. 195). The school leaders and the families both indicated the need to develop a relationship 
with those experiencing need in order to ensure that the specific needs of the family were being 
met. I even found that when a strong relationship existed between the family and the school 
leader, (or the interviewer in my case) the findings were more detailed and specific. Leaders 
need to ensure that strong relationships are build with all families to ensure the schools are 
producing citizens that are caring and contributing to all of society. 
121 
Emphasis on Interdependence, Inter-Connectedness, and Global Awareness 
It is important for school leaders to understand that by providing the necessary support 
for those families experiencing homelessness is not simply an expression of generosity, but a 
way of promoting a mutually benefitting, interdependent society (Starratt, 1991). It is not simply 
ensuring that the basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter are provided, but ensuring an 
educational environment that is equitable and just.  
All of the school leaders and families commented on the supports that are provided to 
help the families meet the basic needs of survival, but more importantly it was the families’ 
sense of belonging that helped them feel welcomed and part of the educational environment. 
From my personal experience, even though children’s homeless status was recorded on their 
permanent records, as they progress from elementary to middle school that their status was 
sometimes ignored or overlooked, which singled out the student, perpetuating the feelings of 
embarrassment and fear.  
The Necessity of Balancing Critique With Promise 
It is important for leaders to engage in conversations about policies and practices that 
continue to create barriers for those families experiencing homelessness. The families indicated 
several policies that created barriers to the families. The Brownings indicated how the shelters 
would not allow the son, twelve, to stay with the family. Because of his age, he (at twelve) had to 
go stay with the men at the shelter. This policy forced the family to stay in the car instead of in a 
shelter. Additionally, Mrs. Khraft indicated that if they did not arrive to the shelter as a family 
unit, they were not allowed in. This created barriers that would not allow the children to 
participate in after school activities such as tutoring that were meant to help the children. The 
Compacts were not allowed to rent a two bedroom apartment that they could afford, because of 
122 
policies that dictated the number of people who were allowed to live in a two bedroom 
apartment.  
Policy makers should examine the practice of paying for transportation, using taxpayers 
money, transporting children long distances to attend the school of origin. Would it be better for 
policy makers to consider using the money to assist the families’ by using the money to gain 
greater stability for the family? Additionally, local policy makers should examine the current 
practice of not allowing larger families to rent a home or apartment that is within their means, 
forcing some families to remain homeless.  
The Call to Exhibit Moral Courage 
In order to fulfill the beliefs of transformative leadership, it is evident that moral courage 
is needed. This belief is embedded throughout each tenant of transformative leadership. Shields 
(2011) summaries this belief below: 
It must be apparent that if one is driven by a sense of moral purpose and clarity about the 
multiple goals and purposes of education, one cannot identify the need for deep and 
equitable change without subsequently beginning to deconstruct the knowledge 
frameworks that perpetuate the structures and cultures that need to be changed, and trying 
to replace them with alternative ways of thinking and knowing. . . . Further, to do any of 
this successfully, and particularly to go beyond simple critique to introduce educational 
experiences that hold promise of a better future, requires a healthy dose of moral courage. 
(p. 2) 
 
A final summary of transformative leadership is found in an article from Shields (2010). 
Shields wrote: 
Transformative leadership, therefore, recognizes the need to begin with critical reflection 
and analysis and to move through enlightened understanding to action—action to redress 
wrongs and to ensure that all members of the organization are provided with a level 
playing field as possible—not only with respect to access, but also with regard to 
academic, social, and civic outcomes. In other words, it is not simply the task of the 
educational leader to ensure that all students succeed in tasks associated with learning the 
formal curriculum and demonstrating that learning on norm-referenced standardized 
tests; it is the essential work of the educational leader to create learning contexts or 
communities in which social, political, and cultural capital is enhanced in such a way as 
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to provide equity of opportunity for students as they take their place as contributing 
members of society. (p. 17) 
 
The following recommendations are based on the findings of this study, undergirded by this 
summary of transformative leadership.  
 
Recommendations 
For Educators and School Leaders 
1. Reject deficit thinking by engaging in conversations about your own beliefs and biases. 
Ask yourself: Why do I hold these thoughts and beliefs? What caused me to think this 
way? Why am I blaming the children for circumstances that are out of their control? 
 
2. Critique the curriculum currently in use. Ask yourself: Is there a hidden curriculum that 
students not in the dominant culture could not participate in? Do my assignments require 
a financial commitment from parents—can the students demonstrate the learning in 
another way? 
 
3. Critique school policies and practices that may marginalize families experiencing 
homelessness. Do we only provide services that are only mandated by the law? What can 
we do to challenge policies and practices outside of the school system that have a 
negative effect on our families experiencing homelessness? 
 
4. Challenge the status quo. Am I finding and exposing the hidden curriculum so that all 
children can benefit from an equitable education? Have I addressed inequitable practices 
in my school and district? Am I ensuring that children experiencing homelessness have 
not been singled out by policies or practices that are present in my school?  
 
5.  Advocate for the marginalized. Ask questions of the School Boards and those that make 
policies and practices in the schools. Ensure the registration and enrollment practices do 
not exclude families experiencing homelessness from enrolling in the schools.  
 
6. Develop relationships with students and parents based on the ethics of caring from Starratt 
(1991). Ask yourself: Am I engaging in conversations with families that will build 
relationships or foster assumptions? 
 
When school leaders engage in these recommendations and begin to challenge the status 
quo, the result will be equitable education for all children. 
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For Colleges and Universities 
1. In administrator and teacher preparation programs, promote the importance of developing 
relationships based on ethics of caring (Starratt, 1991). 
 
2. In administrator and teacher preparation programs, promote deep democracy (Green, 
1999) to ensure that new educators understand that education needs to be equitable for all 
children.  
 
3. In administrative preparation programs, make school leaders aware of the McKinney-
Vento Act and the rights that it provides for children and families experiencing 
homelessness.  
 
4. Encourage Institutional Review Boards (IRB) to allow investigators that have developed 
relationships with marginalized groups to conduct research interviews so that rich data 
can be gathered to inform policies and practices on behalf of the marginalized group. 
 
When colleges and universities begin to train new administrators with the responsibility 
to ensure equitable education for all, new beliefs will begin to emerge about how educators can 
ensure that not only are all children are learning but also how it affects our responsibility to 
ensure that they will learn.  
For Policymakers 
 
1.  Challenge policies and practices that further marginalize families experiencing 
homelessness. Ask yourself: Is it necessary that a twelve year old boy be separated from 
his family when staying in a shelter for the night? Why do children experiencing 
homelessness have to be at the shelter with their parents at the time of check-in if and 
when schools are providing services or extra-curricular activities for them at this same 
time?  
 
2.  Challenge policies and practices with school registration. Allow for families who need 
 services that the McKinney Vento Homeless Assistance Act can provide the opportunity 
 to receive those services at the time of registration.  
3.  Challenge policies and practices that the McKinney Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
 provides. Ask the policy makers: Why will you pay for transportation to and from school 
 in a cab but not provide funds to help families secure a stable living environment? 
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Reflections on the Research 
As I reflected on this research study, I realized that I did employ transformative 
leadership, what you live and believe when working with the families experiencing homelessness 
in my school. I found that by establishing a relationship with these families, allowing dialogue 
and communication to occur, that the children of these families benefitted by having access to 
the education the public school provided. Additionally, I realized that these families are 
frequently dealing with situations that require decisions about whether the family will use money 
to purchase food or to purchase materials to complete a project requested by the school. As a 
school leader, this study has solidified that I need to continue to challenge the status quo, engage 
in difficult conversations, and advocate not only for families experiencing homelessness, but also 
for other families that are marginalized by our society for other reasons.  
This study solidified that in order to ensure change occurs I must continue to reflect and 
analyze our current educational practices to “level the playing field” not only in the area of 
academics, but also socially and civically. I must continue to work with educators to ensure we 
are developing a citizenry where social, political, and cultural capital are enhanced to ensure that 
education is producing contributing members of society.  
One final reflection, based on a recommendation listed in the section above includes 
practices of the university. Had IRB allowed me to interview the families in my school, where I 
had established positive relationships, the research could have been more descriptive and richer 
in the sense that I would have been able to draw from prolonged engagement in the setting. 
Because of my established relationship, I would have been able to go into more detail about the 
situations and circumstances of the families and their experiences with homelessness and the 
school. I would have been able to describe, in detail, what I had done with my staff, the children, 
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and the families. The families may not have felt as vulnerable because of our existing 
relationship and could have shared more about what schools could do to ensure opportunities for 
equitable education. As the economy continues to remain stagnant, more and more families are 
experiencing financial hardship and qualifying as homeless. It is important that researchers who 
have developed relationships with people in challenging circumstances to be able to conduct 
meaningful inquiry so we can better address people’s needs.  
 
Conclusion 
When I began this study, I had no idea the impact these seven families would have on my 
life. It is safe to say that I learned more from these families than they have learned from me. 
These families are examples of the strength of what can be accomplished when “a family sticks 
together.” Even though all of these families continue to experience hard times, they are still 
ensuring their children have access to a quality education.  
They are seeking help when they need it and are beginning to build relationships with the 
schools to ensure their needs are being met. These families took a risk and shared their 
experiences so that school leaders can learn the importance of addressing assumptions and 
building relationships to ensure success.  
It is now up to us, as school leaders, to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge around 
assumptions people hold about families experiencing homelessness. School leaders must begin to 
build a mutually benefitting culture among staff, families, and communities. Today’s leaders 
must have the moral courage to challenge the status quo by engaging in difficult conversations 
that will bring light to those who are marginalized. If every leader practices transformative 
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leadership, what you live and believe, all children will benefit from an equitable, quality 
education.  
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Appendix A 
Interview Guides 
 
Interview Guide for Parents 
1. Can you tell me about your current living situation? 
2. How does this situation affect your children’s ability to succeed in school? 
3. How many schools have your children attended? 
4. Have some experiences been better than others? If so, in what ways? 
5. Where do your children do their homework? 
6. How do your children’s teachers communicate with you about their academic 
performance? 
7. Is there a school liaison officer and if so, how does he/she communicate with you? 
8. In what ways does the school provide support for your children? 
9. In what ways do you think the school makes the situation even more challenging for your 
children? 
10. In what ways could the school help you and your children to be successful? 
11. Is there anything else you would like for me to know? 
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Interview Guide for Students 
1. a) Can you tell me a little about yourself. (How old are you? What do you like to do in 
your spare time? What do you want to be when you grow up)—i.e., questions to put them 
at ease. 
 b) Can you tell me about your school? (What grade are you in? What are your favorite 
subjects: What are you best in?) 
2. What is the best thing about your school? The worst? 
3. How many schools have you attended including this one? Can you describe your favorite 
school? Favorite teacher? Least favorite teacher? 
4. What kind of homework does your teacher give you? Where do you do your homework?  
5. Who do you ask for help if you are having trouble at school? How do they help you 
succeed? 
6. Do you ever talk to the school guidance counselor, liaison officer, principal? If so, what 
kind of things do you ask them?  
7. How successful are you at school? 
8. What do you think helps you be successful? 
9. Are there some things that make it difficult for you to be successful at school?  
10. In what ways could the school help you to be more successful? 
11. Is there anything else you would like for me to know? 
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Interview Guide for School Leaders 
1. How many homeless families are in your school? How would you describe their overall 
well being? 
2. Describe some of your experiences with the families who are experiencing homelessness.  
3. In what ways does your school assist students and families that are homeless? 
4. How and when did you come to know about the McKinney-Vento Act? 
5. What would you say are some challenges of working with the McKinney-Vento Act in 
terms of working with homeless children and families?  
6. What would you say are some of the most effective components of the McKinney-Vento 
program in terms of facilitating academic success for homeless children? 
7. If you had three wishes of ways you would like to see your school improve its success 
with homeless students, what would they be? 
8. Is there anything else you might like to add? 
  
137 
Appendix B 
Section 105 ILCS 5/10-20.12 b of the Illinois School Code 
Sec. 10-20.12b. Residency; payment of tuition; hearing; criminal penalty.  
 (a) For purposes of this Section:  
 (1) The residence of a person who has legal custody of a pupil is deemed to be the residence of 
the pupil.  
 (2) "Legal custody" means one of the following:  
 (i) Custody exercised by a natural or adoptive parent with whom the pupil resides.  
 (ii) Custody granted by order of a court of competent jurisdiction to a person with whom the 
pupil resides for reasons other than to have access to the educational programs of the district.  
 (iii) Custody exercised under a statutory short-term guardianship, provided that within 60 days 
of the pupil's enrollment a court order is entered that establishes a permanent guardianship and 
grants custody to a person with whom the pupil resides for reasons other than to have access to 
the educational programs of the district.  
 (iv) Custody exercised by an adult caretaker relative who is receiving aid under the Illinois 
Public Aid Code for the pupil who resides with that adult caretaker relative for purposes other 
than to have access to the educational programs of the district.  
 (v) Custody exercised by an adult who demonstrates that, in fact, he or she has assumed and 
exercises legal responsibility for the pupil and provides the pupil with a regular fixed night-time 
abode for purposes other than to have access to the educational programs of the district.  
 (a-5) If a pupil's change of residence is due to the military service obligation of a person who 
has legal custody of the pupil, then, upon the written request of the person having legal custody 
of the pupil, the residence of the pupil is deemed for all purposes relating to enrollment 
(including tuition, fees, and costs), for the duration of the custodian's military service obligation, 
to be the same as the residence of the pupil immediately before the change of residence caused 
by the military service obligation. A school district is not responsible for providing transportation 
to or from school for a pupil whose residence is determined under this subsection (a-5). School 
districts shall facilitate re-enrollment when necessary to comply with this subsection (a-5).  
 (b) Except as otherwise provided under Section 10-22.5a, only resident pupils of a school 
district may attend the schools of the district without payment of the tuition required to be 
charged under Section 10-20.12a. However, children for whom the Guardianship Administrator 
of the Department of Children and Family Services has been appointed temporary custodian or 
guardian of the person of a child shall not be charged tuition as a nonresident pupil if the child 
was placed by the Department of Children and Family Services with a foster parent or placed in 
another type of child care facility and the foster parent or child care facility is located in a school 
district other than the child's former school district and it is determined by the Department of 
Children and Family Services to be in the child's best interest to maintain attendance at his or her 
former school district.  
 (c) The provisions of this subsection do not apply in school districts having a population of 
500,000 or more. If a school board in a school district with a population of less than 500,000 
determines that a pupil who is attending school in the district on a tuition free basis is a 
nonresident of the district for whom tuition is required to be charged under Section 10-20.12a, 
the board shall notify the person who enrolled the pupil of the amount of the tuition charged 
under Section 10-20.12a that is due to the district for the nonresident pupil's attendance in the 
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district's schools. The notice shall be given by certified mail, return receipt requested. Within 10 
days after receipt of the notice, the person who enrolled the pupil may request a hearing to 
review the determination of the school board. The request shall be sent by certified mail, return 
receipt requested, to the district superintendent. Within 10 days after receipt of the request, the 
board shall notify, by certified mail, return receipt requested, the person requesting the hearing of 
the time and place of the hearing, which shall be held not less than 10 nor more than 20 days 
after the notice of hearing is given. The board or a hearing officer designated by the board shall 
conduct the hearing. The board and the person who enrolled the pupil may be represented at the 
hearing by representatives of their choice. At the hearing, the person who enrolled the pupil shall 
have the burden of going forward with the evidence concerning the pupil's residency. If the 
hearing is conducted by a hearing officer, the hearing officer, within 5 days after the conclusion 
of the hearing, shall send a written report of his or her findings by certified mail, return receipt 
requested, to the school board and to the person who enrolled the pupil. The person who enrolled 
the pupil may, within 5 days after receiving the findings, file written objections to the findings 
with the school board by sending the objections by certified mail, return receipt requested, 
addressed to the district superintendent. Whether the hearing is conducted by the school board or 
a hearing officer, the school board shall, within 15 days after the conclusion of the hearing, 
decide whether or not the pupil is a resident of the district and the amount of any tuition required 
to be charged under Section 10-20.12a as a result of the pupil's attendance in the schools of the 
district. The school board shall send a copy of its decision to the person who enrolled the pupil, 
and the decision of the school board shall be final.  
 (c-5) The provisions of this subsection apply only in school districts having a population of 
500,000 or more. If the board of education of a school district with a population of 500,000 or 
more determines that a pupil who is attending school in the district on a tuition free basis is a 
nonresident of the district for whom tuition is required to be charged under Section 10-20.12a, 
the board shall notify the person who enrolled the pupil of the amount of the tuition charged 
under Section 10-20.12a that is due to the district for the nonresident pupil's attendance in the 
district's schools. The notice shall be given by certified mail, return receipt requested. Within 10 
days after receipt of the notice, the person who enrolled the pupil may request a hearing to 
review the determination of the school board. The request shall be sent by certified mail, return 
receipt requested, to the district superintendent. Within 30 days after receipt of the request, the 
board shall notify, by certified mail, return receipt requested, the person requesting the hearing of 
the time and place of the hearing, which shall be held not less than 10 nor more than 30 days 
after the notice of hearing is given. The board or a hearing officer designated by the board shall 
conduct the hearing. The board and the person who enrolled the pupil may each be represented at 
the hearing by a representative of their choice. At the hearing, the person who enrolled the pupil 
shall have the burden of going forward with the evidence concerning the pupil's residency. If the 
hearing is conducted by a hearing officer, the hearing officer, within 20 days after the conclusion 
of the hearing, shall serve a written report of his or her findings by personal service or by 
certified mail, return receipt requested, to the school board and to the person who enrolled the 
pupil. The person who enrolled the pupil may, within 10 days after receiving the findings, file 
written objections to the findings with the board of education by sending the objections by 
certified mail, return receipt requested, addressed to the general superintendent of schools. If the 
hearing is conducted by the board of education, the board shall, within 45 days after the 
conclusion of the hearing, decide whether or not the pupil is a resident of the district and the 
amount of any tuition required to be charged under Section 10-20.12a as a result of the pupil's 
139 
attendance in the schools of the district. If the hearing is conducted by a hearing officer, the 
board of education shall, within 45 days after the receipt of the hearing officer's findings, decide 
whether or not the pupil is a resident of the district and the amount of any tuition required to be 
charged under Section 10-20.12a as a result of the pupil's attendance in the schools of the 
district. The board of education shall send, by certified mail, return receipt requested, a copy of 
its decision to the person who enrolled the pupil, and the decision of the board shall be final.  
 (d) If a hearing is requested under subsection (c) or (c-5) to review the determination of the 
school board or board of education that a nonresident pupil is attending the schools of the district 
without payment of the tuition required to be charged under Section 10-20.12a, the pupil may, at 
the request of a person who enrolled the pupil, continue attendance at the schools of the district 
pending a final decision of the board following the hearing. However, attendance of that pupil in 
the schools of the district as authorized by this subsection (d) shall not relieve any person who 
enrolled the pupil of the obligation to pay the tuition charged for that attendance under Section 
10-20.12a if the final decision of the board is that the pupil is a nonresident of the district. If a 
pupil is determined to be a nonresident of the district for whom tuition is required to be charged 
pursuant to this Section, the board shall refuse to permit the pupil to continue attending the 
schools of the district unless the required tuition is paid for the pupil.  
 (e) Except for a pupil referred to in subsection (b) of Section 10-22.5a, a pupil referred to in 
Section 10-20.12a, or a pupil referred to in subsection (b) of this Section, a person who 
knowingly enrolls or attempts to enroll in the schools of a school district on a tuition free basis a 
pupil known by that person to be a nonresident of the district shall be guilty of a Class C 
misdemeanor.  
 (f) A person who knowingly or wilfully presents to any school district any false information 
regarding the residency of a pupil for the purpose of enabling that pupil to attend any school in 
that district without the payment of a nonresident tuition charge shall be guilty of a Class C 
misdemeanor.  
 (g) The provisions of this Section are subject to the provisions of the Education for Homeless 
Children Act. Nothing in this Section shall be construed to apply to or require the payment of 
tuition by a parent or guardian of a "homeless child" (as that term is defined in Section 1-5 of the 
Education for Homeless Children Act) in connection with or as a result of the homeless child's 
continued education or enrollment in a school that is chosen in accordance with any of the 
options provided in Section 1-10 of that Act.  
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Appendix C 
105 ILCS 5/14-1-11a of the Illinois School Code 
 Sec. 14-1.11a. Resident district; student. The resident district is the school district in which the 
student resides when:  
 (1) the parent has legal guardianship but the location of the parent is unknown; or  
 (2) an individual guardian has been appointed but the location of the guardian is unknown; or  
 (3) the student is 18 years of age or older and no  
legal guardian has been appointed; or  
 (4) the student is legally an emancipated minor; or  
 (5) an Illinois public agency has legal guardianship and such agency or any court in this State 
has placed the student residentially outside of the school district in which the parent lives.  
 In cases where an Illinois public agency has legal guardianship and has placed the student 
residentially outside of Illinois, the last school district that provided at least 45 days of 
educational service to the student shall continue to be the district of residence until the student is 
no longer under guardianship of an Illinois public agency or until the student is returned to 
Illinois.  
 The resident district of a homeless student is the Illinois district in which the student enrolls for 
educational services. Homeless students include individuals as defined in the Stewart B. 
McKinney Homeless Assistance Act.  
 
